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Chapter 1 


THREE THINGS happened, separated in space and time by 
considerable distances. They were all violent and had far-reaching 
effects on governments, and men, especially United States foreign 
policy. Although many newspapers picked up these stories, none ever 
had the full or correct account behind these events. 

The first occurred in a small town in the Kiangsi Province of the 
People’s Republic of China. There the Fusien River bends in its slow 
descent to the ocean through what is left of the vast estates of 
noblemen who have owned these lands since the days of the Emperor 
Kien-lung. At the twilight hour when the willows blend with the mist 
that rises from the placid Fusien, it was the habit of one Doctor Chien 
to sit on the bank in. front of his summer house, now vermin infested 
and thirty years in decay. He’d contemplate the infinitesimal slice of 
the ancestral estates which the State in its goodness had permitted 
him to keep as a reward for his international reputation as a classicist 
and humanitarian. 

As he sat, the doctor observed a figure, neat, formal and precisely 
correct in the uniform of a high-ranking army officer, stepping 
carefully through the overgrown gardens out of concern for the high 
gloss of his polished boots. The man was well known to the good 
doctor and repugnant enough to make Doctor Chien wonder if Men- 
cius could have foreseen the arrival on earth of General Tsung when 
the sage formulated his concept of the innate goodness of man. Doctor 
Chien, however, permitted none of his distaste and gathering fear to 
show on his courteously welcoming face. 

“It is very good of you, General Tsung,” he said when the figure 
had drawn within earshot, “to come so far from the capital to visit 
such an insignificant scholar and servant of the State. What could 
have torn you from your arduous labors in defense of our nation?” 

“Business, of course,” the military man replied. “I am never off 
duty.” 

“You are indeed commendable, Comrade General,” the scholar 
replied. “But what in our tiny village could be of interest to such an 
illustrious personage as yourself?” 

“T come to stamp on the head of a sneaking revisionist snake,” the 
general growled. “A traitor whom the Republic had clasped to its 
bosom for much too long.” 

Dr. Chien met the general’s stare with a thumping heart. At the 
same time Chien was intrigued by the idea of a politically minded 
reptile. The general unsnapped the flap of his polished leather holster 


and withdrew his revolver. 

“Your little essay in treason is at an end, Doctor Chien,” the 
general said. “Kneel, dog.” 

The scholar never moved. 

“T said kneel down!” 

“If you are to slay me without benefit of trial or appeal,” the 
scholar quavered, “perhaps we could walk a little way from this bank. 
You see, General, there is a heron nesting nearby this season. The 
heron has, alas, been too long gone from China. The gunshot... .” 

General Tsung’s answer was to seize the old man by his thin beard 
and wrench him to his knees. 

“You should, have thought of herons, Doctor, before you learned to 
meddle with high-speed radio transmitters and the seduction of-youth 
to treason. Our D-fing units have finally succeeded in locating your 
transmitters. Your followers are now in jail.” 

“Am I not to be tried? To face my accusers?” the old man asked 
from his knees. The general chuckled briefly and placed the muzzle of 
his revolver against the old man’s forehead. 

“You are facing your accuser now, Doctor. For you a public trial is 
out of the question. Your suicide will be announced. A letter regretting 
your treachery will be discovered.” 

“You must understand, the world must understand that it is not 
China that I love the less,” the scholar said, trying to climb to his feet. 
“That is a yery important point....” 

The muzzle of the general’s revolver suddenly spat flame and the 
angry crack of the report shattered the twilight stillness. A small hole, 
so red that it was. almost black, appeared between the old man’s eyes 
and he slowly crumpled to the bank. 

In the bushes there was a great thumping and whirling. The 
general saw a great gray bird, its’ long legs making silver splashes in 
the river, beat heavily for altitude, then fly directly over General 
Tsung and the motionless old man at his feet in the grass. 

The death, by his own hand, of the eminent and respected Doctor 
Chien was reported briefly in Peking newspapers and by the New 
China News Agency and picked up on radio broadcasts monitored by 
American agents in Hong Kong and Manila. It was not in any way 
related to the swift trial and execution of bad elements and saboteurs 
whose crimes, like Dr. Chien’s, were not specified publicly. 

The second important event seemed to be nothing more than an 
obscure violation of air space by Chinese fighter bombers over the 
northern Laotian Jungles. 

Tie only reliable witness to this significant event was Colonel 
Chuck Tarleton of the U.S. Army, who made a damn smart guess but 
too late. On the afternoon in question, the famous “Mountain 


Colonel,” clad only in a pair of shorts and a battered Stetson hat, 
stared with satisfaction across the jungle clearing to where the leaders 
of a dozen different tribes, usually fiercely hostile to each other, 
congregated in what seemed to be the best of good fellowship. 
Tarleton had taught them a lot—how to resolve their differences and 
unite against their old enemy, the Chinese; how to use their 
knowledge of terrain and modern equipment to forbid the mountains 
to the Chinese troops. Tarleton had only one task left. In two days 
there was to be a meeting of the remaining tribal leaders, the ones 
who were still unconvinced of the practicality of this military alliance 
of tribes. But the Mountain Colonel was sanguine. The tribesmen 
whom he had trained would make convincing salesmen. No one in the 
camp doubted that once the pow-wow was over, Tarleton would have 
formed an effective guerrilla force that would get word about Chinese 
activities on the border back to Luangprabang with lightning speed, as 
well as being able to close the border to as many as two full Chicom 
divisions. 

His number one aide-de-camp, Wan Thwin, a youth of nineteen, 
hunkered down beside the colonel and expressed the general optimism 
in pidgin French-English. 

“'.. et nous sommes fini? Boku whiskey damn Luangprabang... 
make much fun?” 

Tarleton looked affectionately at the youth who had been through 
so much with him and punched him lightly on his muscular arm. 

“Prabang, hell, Wan,” he said with a trace of Kentucky accent. 
“We'll go the hell to New York City and I’ll show you some real living. 
Wait’ll you see that town all lit up at night from the St. Regis roof.” 

The colonel was interrupted. The flame and the noise came at the 
same time, for jets fly a little ahead of their noise. One second the 
clearing was drowsing in the afternoon sun, the next moment it was. 
like being inside the sun. The world was made of flame and heat, even 
the trees were burning as the tenacious napalm clung to the damp, 
vegetation. The noise of the attacking jets made commands 
impossible. Screams of horror mingled with shouts of baffled rage as 
the tribal leaders tried to run from the liquid, flaming death that 
rained from the sky. Weapons were discharged skyward as the three 
jets came around for their second pass. Machine gun bullets ripped 
long furrows in the soft earth. Tarleton shouted at one of the running 
chiefs and told him to order the men not to fight back. Those left alive 
were to scatter into the jungle. At that moment the chief burst into 
flames and became a human torch in front of the colonel’s eyes. 

Before Tarleton could regroup his forces something hit him high in 
the back, harder than a sledge hammer, and he pitched face down in 
the grass. The pain made thought impossible. 


He lay there for some time before the noise and the flame died 
away. The afternoon became evening and still Tarleton did not move. 
In the long night, animals made strange noises in the jungle around 
him but avoided contact with the blasted clearing and the charred 
carrion that lay there. The next day the kites attacked him but he 
managed to move back to his shelter and fire off his pistol when the 
scavenger birds became too bold. He lived for two days on a half 
canteen of water, his wounds festering. 

Early on the third day he heard the sound of a helicopter dropping 
into the clearing but was too weak to look up and find out who it was. 
Then he heard an American voice: 

“Colonel, we hauled tail the second we got the word, I don’t know 
what to tell you....” 

The voice belonged to his CIA contact. Tarleton used his last ounce 
of energy to force a weary smile to his stubble-rimmed lips. 

“That’s the way the old ball bounces sometimes. Too bad they 
couldn’t have held off for a couple of days more, though. This border 
would have been secure till Doomsday. Looks as if someone back at 
the palace is playing footsy with the Communists.” 

“Take it easy, Colonel,” the CIA man said. “Don’t try to talk now. It 
can wait until we get back to Prabang.” 

It didn’t wait, though. The wounded man died halfWay there. The 
fabulous Mountain Colonel was dead and a costly military intelligence 
effort by the United States had been nullified by a seemingly 
“accidental” air space “violation on what the Chicoms later described 
as a “routine training mission.” 

The third incident took place in New York’s famous Eagle’s Nest 
Restaurant, a thousand feet above the teeming city at that time of 
night when all the barmen in town are going mad trying to keep up 
with the demands of a populace freed from a hard day’s work. 

At the bar in the Eagle’s Nest there was a double line of well- 
dressed men, balancing martinis and waiting for tables. Among these 
prosperous men watching the twilight fall over the city skyline was 
Prince Sarit-Nu of Thailand, an outspoken friend of the United States 
and an enemy of China. He was waiting for his table in the company 
of his nation’s U.N. Delegation and a legman for a noted Washington 
columnist. The party was discussing a modification of the SEATO Pact 
which would come to a vote on the floor of the U.N. the following 
week. Prince Sarit did not take part in the discussion. He had already 
persuaded his delegation to vote with the United States on this touchy 
issue but that was still a secret and he didn’t want the vote anticipated 
in the columnist’s paper. 

No one who was there was ever quite sure what happened next. 
Prince Sarit was jostled as they all had been many times that evening 


and turned with his usual pleasant smile to accept the apologies of the 
man who had bumped him. As he did so, he gasped and then the 
silver-haired, handsome prince fell forward. His gold-rimmed glasses 
dropped to the rug. The Washington reporter bent to pick them up 
and in so doing heard the prince’s last Words. 

“He... he... shot,” Sarit gasped. Then he slumped on top of the 
newspaperman. 

Even the most lurid New York tabloids found little interest in the 
story of a minor diplomat dying of a heart attack in a fashionable 
restaurant and they buried the story far to the rear of their papers. 
Had they read the report of the doctor who performed the autopsy, 
however, the editors would have run the story on the front page. As it 
was, no one but a handful of men at the top of the government knew 
that the doctor’s report said Prince Sarit had died of inhalation of 
concentrated cyanide gas, probably sprayed , at close range into the 
prince’s face. Nor would the public ever know that a strange-looking 
“water pistol” had been found at the bar .of the Eagle’s Nest by a 
cleaning man. 

The following week the Thai delegation, leaderless and badly 
divided on the SEATO issue, voted against the United States after 
many lengthy and acrimonious debates among themselves. 

The reports of these events were studied in Washington, then 
broken down into Fortran, which is the language of computers. They 
were then fed—together with such diverse information as the latest 
wheat production figures from the Ukraine and the amount of choler 
shown by the latest Red Chinese official reports—into a sort of 
supercomputer in Langley, Virginia, to become electronic impulses. 
From the computer’s cogitations came a print-out document called the 
National Security Estimate. This report, as the name indicates, is a 
result of all the American intelligence efforts and is a summation 
designed to keep the President, the Joint Chiefs, and a few other 
officials on the very top level, abreast of what is going on in this large 
and infinitely complicated world. The report is marked “eyes only” 
and has a very exclusive circulation. One pair of eyes which fell on it 
was far from pleased. 


Although he occupied an office with one of the most imposing 
views in Washington, the slim old man who sat in the publisher’s 
office on the top floor of the Amalgamated Press and Wire Service 
Building, was not one to be distracted by the loveliness of the Capitol 
at dusk. His mind was engaged with different scenery. His gray head 
was bent over a copy of the National Security Estimate and he 
apparently did not approve of what he read. As he turned the pages a 
frown deepened across his forehead. 


“Bosh,” he said quite clearly at one point. This was followed a few 
pages later by, “Nonsense!” 

It would be easy enough to take the man for a newspaperman, 
perhaps one of those vigorous, homespun intellectuals with faces that 
appear to have been hewn from the granite of the local quarry. He 
looked like a man you might find behind ‘the publisher’s desk of a 
small town weekly paper of the type that wins journalistic awards. 
But, despite the name of the building, the man was not a journalist. 
And the building was not a newspaper office. It was the cover name 
for the AXE group, the United States Government’s highest and most 
secret intelligence agency. The old man’s name was Hawk, and Hawk 
was chief of AXE. Through the corridors of the building roamed a 
small army of technicians, ex-college professors, ex-policemen and 
newsmen. All day long wires hummed, TWX messages arrived, bells 
rang on cable machines and occasionally the President’s office called. 
But in the office of the old man all was quiet as a cemetery at 
midnight. 

Then his buzzer sounded. 

“Yes?” Hawk snapped. 

“N3 is outside,” a female voice almost as dry as his own informed 
him. “Are you ready to see him?” 

“Of course. At once,” Hawk said. 

The man who came in and greeted the old man pleasantly was tall, 
handsome and surprisingly young looking. He wore an expensively 
tailored silk suit, hand-lasted shoes and a tie from Liberty of London. 
But it was his bearing and face that were worthy of attention. The face 
in particular. It was made up of strengths common to the age but 
rarely found in a single head—fortitude, quick intelligence and a lazy 
humor that inclined to the cynical. It was a face that would have been 
recognized along the Oregon Trail or perhaps among the Crusaders of 
old. Its counterpart was to be found often leading a brigade among the 
foreign legions of the world. 

Hawk lit a cigar and studied the face wordlessly for some 
moments. Then he said, “I think someone’s been putting Spanish fly in 
General Tsung’s egg roll, Nick.” 

The man called Killmaster crossed one perfectly tailored leg over 
the other and smiled sympathetically. 

“We’ve been taking a beating, sir, that’s for sure.” 

“Beating? We’re getting raped. But then how would you know? 
Taking that social ramble in Jamaica. Late nights, booze, rhumbaing 
on the beach until dawn. Not to mention more debilitating activities 
with that woman....” 

“Grand Cayman Island, sir,” Nick said. “And Zi-Zi happens to be a 
clean-cut, fun-loving Hungarian movie star with a couple of million 


dollars... .” 

“Very well, Carter, we'll dispense v/ith the snappy dialogue for 
now. Look at that map.” Hawk indicated a large wall map covered 
with red and green pins. Nick looked and raised his eyebrows. The red 
pins signified areas where United States intelligence efforts were 
having questionable success or none at all, and they outnumbered by 
far the green pins which indicated operations proceeding according to 
plan and schedule. 

“One,” Hawk said, jabbing his fist into his palm. “Our network in 
Peking under Professor Chien. Possibly the best thing I’ve set up in 
their government service. Annihilated. And that doesn’t include the 
smaller stuff which-is only relatively less important.” He reeled off the 
list of Chicom intelligence victories, finishing up by saying, “General 
Tsung is a fair intelligence officer but he shouldn’t beat us like this.” 

Nick took out a pack of expensive foreign cigarettes and fit one 
with a gold Dunhill butane lighter, while considering his reply. 

“Maybe they have a new gimmick in their moths operandi, sir. We 
both know that if you go to the expense and trouble of changing 
everything around you’ll score a few wins until the opposition catches 
on. Usually it just isn’t worth the trouble....” 

Hawk grunted and shook his head. 

“Good guess but uh-uh. It’s the same old network, same old 
techniques. But they’ve increased their efficiency and are doing better. 
We know this. One of our sources in Budapest tipped us off.” 

“Then the Chicoms must be paying off more money,” Nick said. 

“Now you're talking, son,” Hawk said. He. settled back and puffed 
his cigar. “They must have found a paymaster and a damn good one. 
He’s getting heavy dough to the people near the top, the important 
ones whose incomes are watched. Making it worthwhile for cabinet 
ministers and generals to turn traitor. I don’t have to tell you that just 
a few such trusted people around the world can play hell with 
Western security. Also he’s managing to get these large sums into the 
various countries.” 

“Why don’t we arrest some of the jokers taking the payoff?” Nick 
asked promptly. 

“Because we don’t know who they are,” the old man answered just 
as promptly. “But,” he added, “we have a bit of an idea how they’re 
doing it.” 

“Color me baffled,” Nick said. 

“All right, listen,” Hawk said, and his eyes had the glint that 
always appeared when he pulled off an intelligence coup. “Our 
Budapest station informs us that the paymaster is flying in and out on 
commercial airlines at regular intervals. His payoffs are in pounds or 
dollars— swift and discreet. We’ve got dates of past performances, 


see? We get more actual dates by pulling a worldwide intelligence 
alert. That pinpoints his movements pretty well. While you’re jiving 
around’ on Grand Cayman I’m spending days and nights with the 
slide-rule boys. We check the schedule of every airline through the 
Langley computer and match it with our ‘leak area’ chart. What do 
you think we come up with?” 

“Fyestrain?” Nick said politely. 

“These,” Hawk said..He shoved a pile of photostats across his desk. 

“Tour Europe with New York Architects ... Around the World with 
Westchester Ornithology Club ... Amateur Film-makers Globe Tour.” 
From what Nick could see every club and fraternal order in the 
country was setting out to see the world, taking advantage of low 
group travel rates. 

“The Chicoms are moving this guy around on charter flights?” Nick 
said. 

Hawk beamed. “I'll admit this is one we’d never have tumbled to 
in the old OSS days before computers. But we’ve narrowed it down 
and we’re pretty sure we know which flights he was on. 

“Tt makes sense,” Hawk continued. “Local cops and intelligence 
people keep a pretty good eye oh regular commercial flights and the 
people who get off them. But who bothers to keep a few dozen bird 
watchers or camera nuts under close surveillance?” 

Nick nodded quietly. 

“But,” Hawk said, smiling through thin lips, “we think we’ve got 
the paymaster’s schedule down pretty well. If we’re not wrong he’s 
going to be on an around-the-world junket with an International 
Studies Group that’s leaving New York via Pan World Airlines this 
week. Nick, that man has to be stopped.” 

The import of Hawk’s words hung heavily in the silence. 

“The Chicom paymaster is a greater menace to Western society 
than”—Hawk groped for a sufficiently disruptive symbol—”than the 
Beatles,” he said. Nick grinned dutifully at the joke. Hawk looked at 
his top agent shrewdly. To Nick he looked like one of those well- 
dressed old parties you see in the gun room at Abercrombie’s choosing 
between two expensive-and beautifully balanced shotguns. 

“Don’t understand me too quickly, Nick. This is not just an 
assassination order. There’s nothing I’d like more than to interrogate 
the paymaster. But I want you back alive and I’m willing to sacrifice 
questioning him about their new method of operation. The main thing 
is to break up that operation in any way possible. You’ll be briefed in 
the morning by Carruthers, Special Effects and Editing.” 

The interview was obviously ending. Nick prepared to leave. 

“One more thing, Nick,” Hawk said, choosing his words with care. 
“In a few minutes I’m going over to the White House to explain a 


memo I wrote on the National Security Estimate to The Man himself. I 
will explain why I said that we should consider no operations or plans 
concerning Red China or her satellites secure until we have 
neutralized this operation. He may be patient but he won’t be happy. 
Just remember, son, this nation can’t sign a treaty or move a fleet 
until this thing is straightened out. The Chicoms like it fine that way. 
So,” Hawk continued, “you won’t find Marquis of Queensberry rules 
out there.” 


Chapter 2 


IT HAD BEEN a bad, bumpy flight from Washington, in an old 
piston-engined Constellation that had finally been diverted from 
landing at New York by the weather. They had landed at Newark 
instead of LaGuardia and Nick had been forced to take a taxi to 
Kennedy International to make his flight. Now at long last he stood in 
the glass-walled,’ modern Pan World Airlines VIP Lounge, nursing a 
martini and staring out at the miles of red and blue lights that pierced 
the rain and fog. Occasionally a gust of wind slammed the rain against 
the plate glass windows. Traffic Was still coming in and out of 
Kennedy. Despite the rain the visibility was still better than the 
minimum FAA standards for taking off and landing. 

Nick’s glance turned idly away from the window to the confused 
scene below him where excited travelers, anxious relatives, bags and 
corsages were mixed in a typical pre-takeoff stew. There was a babble 
of voices showing the unspoken tension that precedes an overwater 
flight in bad weather. The crowd depressed Nick slightly. His fellow 
passengers were well dressed and obviously prosperous, yet they 
reminded Nick of other depots he had been in—where people were 
herded on and off planes and trains in every corner of the globe. He 
shrugged. Been to too many wars, Carter? 

The public address system announced another flight diverted and a 
delay in takeoff. The crowd was silent for a moment and then resumed 
its high-pitched chatter. 

“Lovely night above twenty thousand feet, they tell me. You should 
have a pleasant flight, Mr.—Campbell, isn’t it?” 

Nick turned and looked at the man with what he hoped was 
pleasant interest. 

“Dan O’Brien,” the man said, holding out a carefully manicured 
hand. “I’m public relations for PWA.” 

Nick shook the hand and said he was always willing to fly if the 
pilot was willing to go up. He figured the pilot knew what he was 
doing and wanted to live as much as Nick did. 

They both laughed. O’Brien was thick and solid, with black curly 
hair, shrewd eyes and a polished manner. Nick had seen his name in 
the gossip columns from time to time. 

“You’re the new addition to the flight, aren’t you?” O’Brien asked. 
“Government or something?” The man Winked. 

Nick assumed a rueful smile. 

“Afraid not. I think you’ve got the wrong man.” 

O’Brien winked again. “Don’t worry. No business of mine. Just like 


to keep track of things. International Air Travel has a man who checks 
these charter flights. The line could draw a fine....” 

Damn the man! If he knew so much, he knew that AXE had cleared 
Nick’s boarding irregularity with IATA. Some people couldn’t help 
showing you how shrewd they were. 

Well, Nick thought, no point in being mysterious about it. He 
would only convince the idiot that he had flushed a spy and make him 
tell the tale of his cunning in every cocktail bar in New York. Nick 
told O’Brien his cover story, about being an account executive for an 
international investment counseling firm. The company was sending 
him abroad, etc. 

O’Brien listened without looking convinced, offered Nick a fresh 
drink which Nick declined, hoped Nick would remember PWA service 
when he went abroad again and finally drifted off to glad-hand some 
other travelers, leaving Nick seething with helpless fury. 

Blown. Already. And not even by the Chicoms. Nick resolved that 
when he got back to Washington, if he ever did, he was going to turn 
AXE’s clerical department upside down and shake it until heads rolled. 

Five minutes later the doors opened and the crowd surged toward 
the gate eagerly, finally relieved of the tension of waiting for takeoff 
in bad weather. 

“Pan World Airlines Flight three-oh-seven departing for London at 
eight-thirty P.M. is now loading at gate sixteen.” The metallic-voiced 
young lady repeated the message in the deliberate tone people use 
when talking to small children or foreigners. 

Nick picked up his bags and followed the crowd. His fellow 
passengers streamed down a long corridor to the ramp, flashed their 
boarding passes and went out into the rain and wind, ducking their 
heads against the elements. Nick sauntered along by himself across the 
wet Tarmac. 

A kid with a paper bag full of tax-free cigarettes for the passengers 
who had ordered them ran past him. Nick followed at a more leisurely 
pace. In the gusting wet wind Nick scarcely heard his name being 
called. He turned as the stocky little man tugged nervously at his 
sleeve. 

“Telegram for Mr. Campbell, sir. Mr. Nicholas Campbell?” 

He was a little bald man in uniform with a bony face and intent 
staring eyes. His lower lip was sucked in with concentration. 

Nick’s temper flared. This stank. No one in his right mind at AXE 
would communicate with him by telegram. He heard a whump of 
compressed air released as the man pulled the trigger of the cyanide 
spray. At the same moment Nick hurled himself full length on the wet 
runway. The pain of his landing flashed through his body. There had 
been no time to prepare himself; it was an instantaneous reaction in 


the face of death. 

Nick came to his feet, gun in hand. Footsteps pounded wetly away 
into the shadows. Nick looked around. The passengers had seen 
nothing. The men loading jet fuel into the huge wing tanks were going 
about their business preoccupied with shielding themselves from the 
weather. 

Nick left his bags at the airstair and ran swiftly after the receding 
footsteps. The assassin couldn’t head back into the departure waiting 
room. The guards at the loading gate might slow him down long 
enough for Nick to catch up. Nick followed the man toward the 
shadows of planes parked at a distant loading gate. The little man 
might find, a hiding place there. Nick splashed through the puddles, 
keeping away from the light, his custom Lu-ger, Wilhelmina, at the 
ready. He doubted if the killer would be armed; it would be too 
incriminating if he were caught. But it didn’t pay to take chances. 

Nick found the concealment of the landing gear strut of a parked 
jet and checked his watch. Ten minutes left until takeoff. If he missed 
Flight 307 he could always get aboard in London, but that Would 
finish his cover for good. He would have to be quick. 

His ears strained for a telltale sound against the noise of the wind 
and the big ones landing. His eyes scanned the darkness with the 
choppy sidelong glances of the night fighter. Oh yes, over there, . . 
trying to make himself look like a landing gear assemblage. 

Nick broke away from his cover and darted across the pavement in 
short zigzag runs. His prey saw him, coming and suddenly broke from 
hiding to run across the Tarmac. 

The range was a little too far and there was no way to judge 
windage in these gusts, but Nick stood dead still, put the barrel of the 
Luger on the running man and squeezed the trigger. The weapon went 
off with a flash of blue light and a report that was carried away by the 
wind. The man hurled himself to the ground but in another moment 
he was up and running again. Nick shrugged and followed. The shot 
had just been for effect He wanted the man relatively undamaged, or 
at least not damaged beyond temporary repair. 

The little man was badly frightened now, making a headlong dash 
for the bright lights of a loading gate. He didn’t want privacy any 
more, just safety, from Nick’s Luger. That was fine with Nick. He 
could deliver the little killer to the police and still make his flight 

As the man ran toward the lights of the loading gate, Nick circled 
around behind him so that he would have no chance to change his 
mind and double back into the anonymity of the great dark airfield. 

Then, as fate would have it, a truck shot out of the darkness of the 
baggage claims area. The driver had started up carelessly without 
turning on his lights. Nick’s man heard the noise of the motor and 


stopped dead in his tracks. Nick could see him frantically trying to 
figure out where the truck was. Then headlights flashed on and the 
little man gyrated like a moth in a lamp, hurling himself sideways as 
the truck came to a stop with a squeal of brakes and a stream of 
robust curses from the driver. 

The assassin was running blindly now in stark panic —and in a 
direction Nick didn’t want him running: back toward the field— 
toward liberty. Nick didn’t have much time left for hide and seek. 
Swiftly he changed course to cut his man off. The man saw Nick 
coming and made his big gamble for liberty. 

To their left a DC6 at the loading gate had long since closed its 
doors and run up its engines. Now its big tail was slewing around as 
the pilot taxied out toward the runway. It was picking up speed, the 
four piston engines filling the air with their noise, glittering even in 
the dark as the propeller revs increased. The man who had tried to kill 
Nick gambled that he could get across the path of the DC6. If he made 
it he could lose himself in the shadows long enough for Nick either to 
miss his plane or to call off the chase. 

Nick cursed softly and watched the man run. It looked as if he 
were going to make it. The desperate little figure was well in front of 
the taxiing aircraft, only a few feet from safety. 

Nick raised his gun to fire. There was half a chance.... Then the 
DC6 slewed leftward, oblivious to the insignificant little figure that 
was running for his life across its path. 

Nick lowered his gun. There was no need for it. The man was 
caught. For a moment Nick saw his mouth working. Nick knew the 
bald-headed little man was screaming but there was nothing to be 
heard over the roar of the engines. 

Then the wet flashing propeller blades caught him. Something that 
could have been an arm or a leg flew off into the darkness. Beyond 
that there was nothing to be seen but the rain and the DC6, its 
captain, unconscious of the drama played out below his cockpit, 
taxiing off toward his place on the ramp. 

Nick took a deep breath and put the Luger away. He was going to 
have to hurry to make his plane. The wind whipped his cheeks and 
forced the rain against his parched lips. He was glad of it. His mouth 
was dry. 


“Mah name is Pecos Smith and ah’m tough as a bull gator in 
rutting time and twice as mean. Trouble with young bucks like you,” 
the old-timer was saying, “is you don’t know nothin’ about real life. 
You’re all pampered, if yuh don’t mind mah sayin’ so, son,” 

“I don’t mind,” Nick Carter said. The man in the seat beside him 
sported a white handlebar mustache. He had skin tanned as copper as 


an Indian’s, piercing blue eyes and a general air of fitness that belied 
his eighty or so years. He wore a jacket cut square at the shoulders, 
with a back pleat, and he was inclined to talk. 

“Now ah figure you all got good stuff in you, boy. Look like, you 
might know how to handle yourself in a ruckus... .” 

Nick listened, only mildly amused. Takeoff had been delayed for 
some time because of some extraordinary activity on the runway 
nearby. Ambulances, and police cars had been seen racing by the 
windows of the buttoned-up jet. At long last they were airborne. The 
jet’s sharp takeoff climb was leveling off into its steady steep climb 
out over the Atlantic. 

Suddenly the old-timer seized Nick’s arm in a grip of death. 

“What’s that they’re doin’, son? Ah swear they’re turnin’ off the 
motors.” 

Nick laughed. “Noise abatement procedure. Slight power cut, 
nothing to worry about.” 

“That’s a crime, that’s what that is. Ah thought they were goin’ to 
put this ole kite down in the drink before all seen any more o’ the 
world than the Port Authority bus station, . . 

Nick settled down to work while the hostess rolled the drink trays 
down the aisles. He wasted little time speculating on how he’d been 
blown. Everyone in New York seemed to know that Killmaster was 
going hunting after the new Chicom paymaster. Probably some idiot 
had made Nick’s plane reservations on an AXE letterhead. His “work” 
consisted of matching the faces he saw around him with the names 
and thumbnail biographies with which AXE had provided him. 
Regrettably, there was nothing in the biographies to reveal who the 
Chicom paymaster was. Beside him, Pecos Smith continued to ramble, 
pouring out observations on men and affairs and relating them to his 
own colorful career which had ranged from rounding up strays in the 
Brazos to prospecting for gold and oil from the Rocky Mountains to 
the Amazon basin. Nick answered him with an absent grunt from time 
to time which was all the old-timer needed. 

Might as well start with the girls, Nick thought Li Valery, for 
instance. She was seated three rows in back of him, alone as girls 
often are who are so astoundingly beautiful that for some reason men 
are repelled instead of attracted. 

Nick half turned and let his eyes linger on the excitingly curved 
body and classically beautiful face—a mixture of the finest of the 
Orient and the Occident—with jet black hair fashionably upswept. She 
might have been from any country in Southeast Asia or perhaps the 
Philippines, but there was an air of sophistication about her that 
indicated New York, Nick knew from the AXE report that she was 
Mademoiselle Li Valery, daughter of a French plantation owner and 


Vietnamese mother, and that her tall Eurasian figure and exotic good 
looks had. catapulted her to the top ranks of international fashion 
models. 

The fine dark eyes met Nick’s briefly and slid away without 
registering him. A little too obvious to be a Chinese spy, he thought, 
and went on to the other names. 

The hostess with the drink table stopped at Nick’s seat. Pecos 
ordered champagne. 

“Jes’ leave the bottle, you hear?” 

A second hostess came on the heels of the first. 

“Mr. Campbell?” she asked. “You’re wanted in the cockpit, sir.” 

Nick did not ask her why. With the old man staring popeyed after 
him, Nick made his way down the aisle and waited outside the flight 
deck until the passengers inside, who had been oh-ing and ah-ing at 
the mosaic of dials and instruments, could be shooed out. 


Chapter 3 


AMONG the passengers filing out of the flight deck was a dazzling 
blonde with the face of a mischievous and unrepentant angel, who left 
with bad grace, to say the least. 

“T mean I just got in there, dammit.” 

She swore fluently and darted a look at Nick from snapping blue 
eyes intended to make him feel like an insect in the soup. Nick 
winked. She grinned and passed on down the aisle, flouncing her well- 
formed rear end. 

Nick grinned. Tracy Vanderlake for sure, of the Vanderlake Hams 
& Sausages, Chicago, worth God knows how many millions on the 
hoof. 

The purser nodded. Then Nick went in and closed the door behind 
him. In the dark the radio officer greeted him. 

“If this is Morse, sir, I’d better go back to school. Thought maybe 
you’d better take the transmission yourself, sir. If it’s important 
enough to transmit while we’re airborne, it’s important enough not to 
be botched, right?” 

“Right you are,” Nick said. The radio operator asked them to 
“repeat” their message and handed Nick the earphones. In a moment 
the message came: pure bafflegab to the uninitiated. 

“Switch line. Negative series H. Shall I repeat?” 

“No, I’m all set,” Nick answered. The message continued to tumble 
out across the miles to the speck in the atmosphere that was the 707. 
The message ended and the operator asked again if he should repeat. 
Nick answered negative. The lights of New England gleamed far below 
but Nick was unaware of them. He sat in the dark of the cabin and 
translated to himself in silence, while the flight crew ignored this 
obviously high-powered intrusion into the routine of their cockpit. 

“Reason to believe previous plans insecure. Plot thickens. Meet 
London contact American Express Haymarket, eleven hundred hours 
tomorrow. Will carry copy of Seven Pillars of Wisdom” 

Nick rose. “No answer,” he said. The pilot glanced at Nick, 
attempting to hide his interest behind bored eyes. Nick thanked the 
captain and radio man and went back outside. Nobody’s wasting any 
time, he thought. Previous plans no longer secure. His low laughter 
held an ironic note. What had happened to make Hawk change his 
plans and take the minor risk of sending a coded message through the 
plane’s receiving apparatus? 

The blonde girl Tracy Vanderlake was blocking his path. She was 
one of those youthful, leggy types with shoulder-length blonde hair 


whom you see in the Riviera resorts or drinking at bars on New York’s 
upper East Side. Young, uncommitted to anything but the good life, 
and so far untouched by sterner realities. Then he remembered she 
had several million dollars and the arrogance that went with it. 

“Well, at last,” the girl said. “Are you finally finished with 
receiving secret instructions from the White House or whatever you 
were up to that was so hush-hush?” 

Nick’s smile was automatically charming. Her little joke was too 
close to the truth. 

“Just a message from my broker.” 

Her blue eyes danced mischievously and she shook the soft spray 
of blonde hair that fell to her shoulders. 

“C’mon, really, darling, don’t be so creepy dull. I mean what are 
you? Some kind of big-time operator? Harry Lime or somebody?” 

Nick cursed bitterly to himself while continuing to hold the 
blonde-headed girl in the gaze of his friendly, analytical gray eyes. 

“C’mon now, it’s only fair,” she said. “You broke up my thing with 
that groovy airplane driver and now I don’t have anyone to play 
with.” 

She continued to block his path, the blue eyes mocking, the pert 
nose stuck defiantly in the air. He was conscious of the slim lissome 
body, the long legs spread firmly apart and the fresh young breasts 
which strained against the material of her blouse. 

Nick’s hand twitched with an impulse to turn her over his knee 
and administer the spanking she was asking for. Instead he said, “I’m 
a little tired now and I have some work to catch up on. Maybe we can 
get together somewhere in London and I could tell you all about the 
new bank rates and international margins of discount.” 

“Tt sounds like a gas. It’s a date. Where? Some tiny shop in Soho 
with a mysterious back room?” 

“I was thinking of Claridge’s,” Nick said. He lied. He had no 
intention of keeping this date at all. 

“Oh, fab,” she said. “I hope there’ll be a mysterious Chinaman and 
a dead vicar somewhere on the scene.” 

“Just rare roast beef and Yorkshire pudding,” Nick said. “Now if 
you'll excuse me, Miss... .” 

“Vanderlake. Tracy Vanderlake. I’m from Chicago, you know.” 

Nick made a note to find out what Tracy Vanderlake had been up 
to for the last few years since school. The poor weren’t the only ones 
to engage in espionage. People got involved for a variety of reasons, 
and kicks were not the least of them. Was this the real Tracy 
Vanderlake? A substitute could have been brought in for this trip. 
Coincidences are to the espionage business what ex-cons are to 
gambling—to be looked upon with the greatest suspicion. And the 


young heiress’ interest struck Nick as highly coincidental. 

Nick went back to his seat. Pecos had finished the bottle of 
champagne and was arguing with the stewardess about getting 
another one. 

“Name o’ the Lord, ma’am,” Pecos fumed, “ah kin drink that 
French sarspirelli until it comes outa mah boots. Is this any way to 
treat a hard-workin’ fella that’s old enough to be your great 
granddaddy, an’ maybe is for all ah knows?” He finished with a 
hiccup that resounded hollowly through the passenger cabin. This 
decided the hostess. “Maybe after dinner,” she said, and strode away 
firmly. 

“Nobody ever believes a man with hiccups,” Pecos said sadly. “Ah 
remember the time mah partner Coyote an’ me were drivin’ five 
hunnerd head up toward Abilene for ole Mister MacTavish. Talk about 
your ornery old ranch owners, why old man MacTavish... .” 

Talk about them he did, while Nick studied his list. Dinner was 
served just south of St. John, Newfoundland. The coffee and a liqueur 
were finished somewhere over the Mid-Atlantic Ridge. The hours 
dragged by with the same combination of ninety-five percent boredom 
and five percent terror that makes an extended jet trip for most people 
the equivalent of the same amount of time spent in combat. 

The first hint of the rising sun was brightening the sky over Europe 
when Nick put his papers away. His head ached a little, but he could 
match the names on the passenger list with every face on the plane. 
Beside him, Pecos Smith snored heartily after finishing the second 
bottle of champagne. Li Valery was curled up in a corner, still, alone, 
the rising sun lighting her face. She was staring moodily out at the 
carpet of clouds far below. Further down the row of seats Tracy 
Vanderlake was curled up asleep. The lights were out in the passenger 
cabin but the sun was brightening the sleepers. 

Nick struggled to stay awake while the smooth whisper of the fan 
jets tempted him to sleep. He had to stay alert. He was blown and the 
opposition must have somehow known before the plane took off that 
he had succeeded in avoiding the cyanide spray. He was sure now the 
Chicom paymaster was aboard. Perhaps he had assistants. An attack 
on him could come from any quarter. Every time some sleepy 
passenger lurched past his seat on the way to the lavatory, Nick 
tensed, ready to spring into action. 

There was a group of diehard drinkers at the back of the plane 
who were trying to drink their tickets’ worth of free booze. Their 
voices were raised in song from time to time. Nick watched the long- 
suffering stewardess marching back down the aisle to hush them. How 
about the flight crew? They were in a position to move easily through 
customs and they traveled around the world regularly. He toyed with 


the idea for a while and then rejected it. The plane, which was going 
around the world, would change crews a dozen times before it got 
home. The projections from the CIA computer in Langley, Virginia, 
said that the paymaster was someone in the group. 

The shiny silver bird caught the light of the rising sun on its wings 
and droned smoothly forty thousand feet above the vast empty wastes 
of the North Atlantic. So far the Chicom paymaster was way ahead on 
points. Apparently he knew who Nick was and Nick still hadn’t the 
faintest idea who he might be. 


London’s Heathrow Airport. Midmorning. The passengers filed off 
the big bird. They moved listlessly, suffering from nerves caused by a 
trans-Atlantic crossing which took them through five time zones in six 
hours, a phenomenon known as “jet lag.” 

Nick checked his watch as he moyed through customs. He was 
going to be a little late for his appointment at American Express. 

Tracy Vanderlake caught him on his way to a cab. “Hey, you old 
poop, I thought you were going to call me.” 

“T am,” Nick lied. 

She grimaced, a lovely blonde child who wouldn’t take no for an 
answer. 

“Then maybe you ought to ask me where I’m staying.” 

“T never thought of that,” Nick said. “I guess I goofed there, all 
right.” 

“You big international high rollers are all the same. Probably 
couldn’t make change for a quarter unless you’re dealing in millions. 
Einstein was that way too, I’ve heard.” 

“Was he really?” Nick said. Uninterestedly. Feigning excessive 
fatigue. 

“Perhaps you’re staying near me. Would you like to share a cab?” 

“Tm afraid I’m going in a different direction,” Nick said. 

“Well, how do you know until you know where I’m going?” Tracy 
demanded. 

“T just know,” Nick said, getting in the taxi and shutting the door 
firmly. He rolled down the window and peered out. “It’s a very, very 
secret deal. I’m dickering to buy Buckingham Palace and turn it into a 
Nathan’s hot dog stand. It’s a great location, and I don’t have a 
moment to lose. Paddington Station, driver,” he hissed, “and there’s a 
pound for you if you get me there by eleven o’clock,” 

The driver looked tiredly over his shoulder at Nick, but moved out 
briskly enough, leaving the blonde on the sidewalk staring 
suspiciously after them. In a moment the car was roaring into the 
tunnel that ran underneath the field and out onto the main road to 
London. 


“Make that American Express, Haymarket,” Nick said on their way 
to town. Soon they were in the heart of London. The Houses of 
Parliament became visible, then Westminster Abbey, then they drove 
on into Trafalgar Square. The driver turned, swung up through 
Piccadilly and deposited Nick in front of the American Express 
building. 

For once someone used his head, Nick reflected. One place where 
an American doesn’t stand out in Europe is at American Express. 

He scanned the waiting room. His man was a well-dressed young 
fellow, athletic and pleasant looking, probably not long down from 
Oxford. He was sitting on the leather benches thumbing with interest 
through a well-worn copy of The Seven Pillars of Wisdom by T. E. 
Lawrence. Nick took his British currency from the teller and then 
walked over and sat down beside the man from M.LI. 5. 

“We need more of his kind today,” Nick observed. “Young men 
today want thirty pounds guaranteed a week and plenty of beer and 
telly.” 

“The bloody fire sinks on down below the men on the headland all 
right but they always show up when you need them,” the English 
secret service man answered. 

“They'd better shake the lead out,” Nick said. “We need them 
now.” 

“They'll be here. I have news for you but we can’t talk here. Things 
happening very quickly. You’re blown,” the British agent whispered. 

“That’s yesterday’s news,” Nick said. “Anything else?” 

“Plenty.” 

“We'll walk along the Embankment. Secure as anything else, unless 
they’re out hunting with those damned long-range mikes.” 

They pushed out the door. 

“Listen,” the M.I. 5 man said. “There’s a bird involved here, a 
dame. That’s what your people say. Things seem to be happening all 
over the place.” 

Nick nodded, listening to the man. In his mind he could see the 
activity back in Washington as Hawk marshaled his forces to support 
his man in the field. And of course in an office in Bowstring Alley, 
Peking, General Tsung was doing the same thing. The wires would be 
hot all over the world as directives went out, suspects were hauled in 
for questioning and faceless little men were sent out into the back 
alleys to glean what grains of information they could. 

“A dame, you say,” Nick said. “What Mnd of a dame? Tall? Short? 
Blonde? Dark? What’s she wearing? What does she eat? What’s her 
favorite reading? A dame is involved. What kind of information is 
that?” 

The young man apparently resented tMs flip dismissal of the 


organization’s hard-achieved information. 

“You might give them half a chance,” he said. “Everyone has been 
forced to act fast here. Situation is fluid. Between you and me, I 
understand they’re trying to buy that information in Hungary.” 

“That’s nice,” Nick said. “I hope I get to see it before it goes out to 
the wire services.” 

“Don’t get your back up, Yank,” the Englishman said. “I’m 
supposed to tell you about the Festered Lily.” 

“What’s that, a new drag joint?” Carter cracked. But he knew what 
it was, all right. 

In a backhanded sort of way, the Festered Lily was the Mghest 
compliment that Red Chinese intelligence could give you. It declared 
in rather poetic prose that the man against whom it was written was a 
national menace on the order of a severe flood in the Yellow River 
Valley or an outbreak of bubonic plague. All good Chinese and their 
friends were to devote every effort to get you run in or done in. The 
Festered Lily had been written only a few times in the history of the 
Republic. Generalissimo Chiang Kai-shek was one recipient and he 
was still alive. 

Both Nick and Hawk thought it was a damned lot of nonsense, but 
it did mean that the Chinese were prepared to go to a hell of a lot of 
trouble and spend serious dough to eliminate you. 

Although he may have dismissed the Festered Lily as elaborate 
nonsense, the next few minutes were justifiable cause for alarm. Nick 
turned to follow a mini-skirt bearing down on them from Burberry’s. 
The street was filled with mini-skirts, bowler hats and ladies from the 
suburbs in for lunch with their husbands. And death... . 

Someone fired from a standing car and the window of American 
Express broke. Nick hit the ground with the automatic and 
instantaneous instinct of an All-American pouncing on a loose ball. 
His British confederate wasn’t so lucky. He hadn’t been in the game 
long enough to develop that kind of instinct. The rifleman fired again. 
The Englishman made his dive for the pavement, but was too late. 
More rifle fire. Nick slithered across the sidewalk at a low crawl. The 
Englishman’s face was ghastly white. There was a small red hole of an 
incredibly deep vermilion color in his forehead and the back of his 
head lay on the sidewalk like a shattered melon. 

Women screamed. The sidewalk in front of the American Express 
was suddenly cleared of people. There were big holes in the windows 
of the American Express Company. Nick heard the roar of a motor 
being run up high in first gear. A green Bentley picked up speed as it 
roared off down the street. 

Nick took another look at the crumpled body sprawled on the 
sidewalk. In another moment, passersby would gather to gawk. 


Someone would fetch the police. Fleet Street wasn’t that far away; 
there would be photographers. Nick’s cool gray eyes leveled a last 
appraising glance at the scene to see if there were any telltale clues or 
indica— tions, any one of a thousand different details which it might 
be wise to keep in mind for future reference. Nothing seemed 
especially noteworthy. 

“What happened, mate?” asked a man in the rapidly growing 
crowd. 

“Dashed if I know,” Nick said. “Someone ought to fetch a cop.” 

“Tt’s all these bleeding kids is what does it,” the man said. 

Nick nodded agreement and looked at his watch. “Well, I must be 
off. The boss will be fuming.” 


Chapter 4 


NICK CARTER leaned elegantly against the window of Bourbon 
House and stared out across the street where the lights turned the 
leaves of Regent Park into deepening shades of blue green. 

Over the babble of conversation, the cry of the croupiers and 
dealers dominated. “Pay eighteen, ladies and gentlemen. Another 
card, madame? Certainly. Oops, a bit over. So sorry. Cards please.” 

Tracy Vanderlake’s white arms flashed over the green felt of the 
tables as she spent Uncle Sam’s money with an abandon that came 
with years of practice. Around her swarmed the new international 
aristocracy: turbaned maharajahs, industrialists from the Ruhr Valley, 
automobile men from Milan and a sprinkling of British peerage. 

In Washington energetic young men made discreet phone calls and 
checked files. The dead British agent had started to warn Nick about a 
woman, so Nick had put a call through to Washington. Find Tracy 
Vanderlake for me. Make sure that she’s not with the Peace Corps in 
Chile. Find out if she’s hidden in a sanatorium having an unwanted 
baby: Let’s make sure right now that the Tracy Vanderlake I have is 
the one and only government-inspected article and not a plant who 
could cost me my life. 

Having done that, Nick went for the bait, if bait she was, on an old 
infantry maxim he remembered well— dig in against a rush but 
charge an ambush. So far he hadn’t made up his mind about her. On 
the surface she was superficial. Beneath the surface? Maybe she was 
still superficial. The very rich are handicapped. If she were involved in 
anything, it would be as a dupe or for kicks and not really 
comprehending the fact that people got dead that way. 

The men’s room attendant had been reading a tabloid that treated 
the shooting in front of American Express jovially. “Don’t Let’s Be 
Beastly To The Yanks” read the headline. Funny, Nick thought. Ha ha. 
The recollection of the cyanide gun at Kennedy Airport was still very 
much with him. 

None of this showed on his face. Except for a tendency not to allow 
people to come too close to him, he looked like the most carefree 
young idler in London’s gaming rooms, looking for nothing more out 
of life than a run of luck at the crap tables and a late-evening whisper 
of consent from his blonde companion when the dice got cold. 

Tracy was coming toward him now. Nick glanced up, startled. 
With her was Li Valery, as glacially beautiful and remote as. ever. 
Nick and Tracy were apparently not the only truants from the formal 
dinner for the International Studies Group. With Li was a slim, 


swarthy man in a Savile Row suit. Introductions were performed. Li 
Valery’s companion was Ibn Ben Auda of the oil-rich Republic of 
Najed on the Persian Gulf. Despite his delicate airs, Ben Auda looked 
to Nick, as if he would be more at home in a pair of Everlast trunks. 

“There’s this fabulous pub I know,” Tracy said. “I never come to 
London without stopping in.” 

She named the pub. Ibn Ben Auda smiled. “I know it well.” 

“Come with us, then,” Tracy said. “It’s a groovy place.” 

Ben Auda looked at Li Valery. She gave an almost imperceptible 
shake of her head. The Arab was profuse in his apologies for not 
accepting Tracy’s invitation. Nick was relieved. According to her AXE 
dossier, Li Valery had relatives over the border of North Vietnam in 
mainland China. She could be pressured by the Chicoms into almost 
anything. The Chicoms had failed this morning. They would try again. 
Nick didn’t want strangers around. He would get to Li Valery in his 
own sweet time. 

The ancient half-beamed pub stood by itself beside a stagnant 
barge canal near the misty obscurity of the Surrey Docks. The 
signboard bore the unlikely legend, “A View of the Oxford Colleges.” 
They arrived at the old pub a scant half hour before closing and if 
Tracy was setting Nick up for an assassination she couldn’t have 
picked a better place. The pub stood in the heart of the warehouse 
district, completely abandoned after dark except for the well-crowded, 
popular bar. 

“Undiscovered little pub, eh?” Nick laughed. 

It took all of Nick’s bulk and strength to push himself through the 
crush to the bar, while Tracy waited in ladylike comfort under the 
trees on the back patio. He liberated two pints of beer and fought 
manfully against the human tide that packed the room. It was 
impossible to make yourself heard above the wail of the electric 
guitars driven by three shaggy operatives in candy-striped shirts. Nick 
took a good grip on the foaming glasses and used his elbows 
diligently. Some minutes later he managed to make his way out of the 
crush. 

The mist was rising on the Thames. Beneath the willow tree in the 
court Tracy sat looking desirable, one slim, nylon-encased leg tapping 
to the Mersey beat. And then someone took a shot at Nick. He heard 
the bullet whiz by him and saw it tear a chunk out of the cement wall. 

Nick went down hard on the stone walk. Had he been followed, he 
wondered? Damn fast work. The beer steins shattered and poured 
their amber fluid in great golden puddles across the flagstones. 

“Chap’s jarred to the ears,” someone shouted jovially. “Tell ‘Arry to 
shut ‘im orf.” 

Nick dove back into the crowd. In that din the assassin could have 


used a howitzer and no one would have heard it. The crowd was 
packed so tightly Nick could follow the currents in it like in a body of 
water. He spotted a long-haired fellow in a double-breasted blue 
blazer, Dutch boy hat and dark glasses, making for the door, pushing 
people a little too hard even for that good-natured crowd. He was 
followed by a wake of turning heads and irritated cursing. Damn fool 
should have stayed put and I’d never have spotted him, Nick thought. 
Should have hit me in the first place, he added objectively. The red- 
faced man in front of Nick gave him an inebriated grin and refused to 
budge. 

“T say, wot’s yer ‘urry,” the red-faced man huffed. ” ‘Ow abat 
knockin’ orf the ruddy shovin’, mate?” 

Nick caught the man, who must have weighed around two-fifty, 
under the arm and performed a little jig. When it was over the red- 
faced man had been for a short ride through the air and ended up 
behind Nick instead of in front of him. The rest of the crowd, noting 
the warning glint in Nick’s eyes and his little demonstration Of 
strength and conditioning, gave way for the first time in the history of 
the “View.” A moment later Nick burst out onto the street. Nothing to 
be seen. Then he heard footsteps to his right. A shadow flitted through 
the ironwork of the small drawbridge that crossed the canal. 
Wilhelmina, the Luger, appeared in Nick’s hand with the speed of 
thought as he set off running in the direction of the man on the 
bridge. 

Ahead of him a car door slammed. Nick increased his pace. He was 
on the bridge now. Headlights were, born in the blackness and leaped 
at him like the claws of a tiger. The killer and his wheel man were 
coming back for him. The car leaped forward at an incredible speed 
for that short distance. Nick snapped off a shot at random and heard 
glass shatter. The lights were big as moons now, directly in front of 
him. He was trapped in the middle of the narrow bridge with no 
hiding place. 

His powerful legs tensed beneath him and he risked two running 
steps before hurling himself up and out into the blackness. He didn’t 
know whether the bridge was five feet high or five hundred. The wind 
of the hurtling car plucked at his trousers as it raced by him. For a 
moment he was alone and flying in the damp night air. Then he 
braced himself to land and hoped there was water underneath him. 

He hit hard with his arms folded around his head. It was water, 
dank and foul smelling, but water. Slowly he made his way back to 
the surface and treaded water in the dark, waiting for the numbing 
shock of his landing to wear off. Footsteps pounded along the bridge. 
Voices called out in cockney accents. A flashlight beam played out 
across the water, and explored beneath the ancient pilings of the old 


docks. He could hear them shouting to each other. “Get ‘is bird, ‘Arry. 
She’s still at the View.” They were after Tracy. 

Nick decided it was about time to get the hell out of there. He had 
no desire to have his head plinked like a beer bottle while it bobbed 
on the surface. Tracy would have to look after herself for just a while 
now. He took a deep breath and dived deeply. 

It would be a little while before he would come up again. Yoga 
training and long practice had developed his self-discipline to the 
point where he could remain under water for. close to four minutes 
before coming up for breath. When his head finally came to the 
surface Nick was a good distance from the probing flashlights. The 
gang was spread out searching for him. A few powerful strokes took 
him over to the side of one of the river tugs. He caught the rubber tire 
fender than hung from, its gunwales and eased himself dripping up on 
deck. 

A flashlight was coming down the dock. Nick was cut off. Silent as 
a wraith he glided toward the wheelhouse door. There was a light 
showing in the main cabin but he would have to chance it. His 
pursuers’ footsteps were drawing steadily nearer. Nick stepped inside. 
It was the strangest tugboat cabin Nick had ever seen. Shelves full of 
porcelain bric-a-brac were anchored into place, braided rugs were 
secured to the deck and in a corner under a reading lamp sat a lady of 
indeterminate age complete with rocking chair, cat and telly tuned to 
the BBC. She was two hundred and fifty pounds if she was an ounce, 
and she didn’t seem the least bit disconcerted to see Nick appear 
dripping out of the darkness. 

“Pardon me, ma’am,” Nick said, flashing what he hoped Was a 
disarming smile. “I was strolling on the docks and was stupid enough 
to fallin... .” 

The woman’s beady eyes glanced over him and nodded skeptically. 

“Don’t blarney an’ old seadog like me, mate,” were her first words, 
uttered in a voice so pugnacious that Nick was prepared to dive back 
into the Thames. “I can tell with ‘alf an eye you’re on the ruddy run. 
The coppers after you, lad?” she added more sympathetically. 

“Not exactly,” Nick said. “But as a matter of fact there are a few 
chaps around here I’m in no hurry to meet.” 

“Thought so,” the enormous woman grunted. “Woulda swore I 
heard gun shots a while back... .” 

Footsteps thumped up the gangplank. Hugo, the razor-keen stiletto, 
appeared in Nick’s hand as if by magic. 

“No need for any o’ that, luv,” the gigantic woman growled, rising 
from her rocking chair. “No point in getting yourself into deeper 
waters, dearie. Here, under my bed.” She pointed to a wide strong bed 
in the dimmer part of the cabin. In a moment she had Nick secreted 


under the capacious bed and was back in front of the telly by the time 
the visitor appeared in the doorway. From under the bedspread, which 
fell just short of the floor, Nick could see a man with a big nose and 
an unkempt Prince Valiant hairdo, in a double-breasted pinstripe suit 
and pointed boots, staring around the unlikely feminine cabin. 

” “Ave you seen our pal Tommie, by any chance, dearie? Ould 
souse bloody well took a spill in the drink an’ we’re ‘aving a go at 
fishin’ ‘im out.” 

“Go on with you now, and what would I be doin’ with your old pal 
Tommie or all the rest of you young ruffians who spend their nights 
carousin’ an’ singin’ an’ keepin’ them as has to work by day up all 
night? That’s for them as collect the dole in the mornin’ and drink it 
up at night.” 

Big Nose smiled. 

“Then you won’t mind if I ‘ave a bit of a look around, Will you, 
dearie? We set a lot of store by our pal Tommie and we’d ‘ate to think 
you stole ‘im on us..” Big Nose edged further into the room. The 
woman’s face got suddenly red and she rose from her chair, the chair 
quivering. 

“Tl say whether you'll have a bleedin’ look around my boat or not, 
and the answer is not on your bloody life.” The stout tugboat lady 
advanced menacingly on the long-haired visitor. 

Big Nose raised a placating hand. 

“Now don’t get your steam up, dearie. Someone’s been drippin’ 
water on your rug, mom, and those footprints are Tommy to the inch. 
I’m just goin’ to have a glom about your little place, and no nonsense 
now.” 

A switch blade appeared in his hands and the thick lips were 
drawn back in a wolfish smile as he stared into the indignant blue 
eyes of the tugboat captain. Under the bed, Nick Carter tensed himself 
for action as the mountain of a woman advanced undaunted on the 
knife. 

“No nonsense, mom,” Big Nose repeated, “an’ no one ‘as to get 
hurt. Just go back to your old rocker until I’m. finished.” 

Underneath the bed, Nick calculated the odds. Big Nose would be 
no serious problem in a knife-to-knife encounter, but it wasn’t likely 
that Nick could get to him quickly enough to stop him from shouting 
the good news about Nick to his companions. And the companions 
had guns. Wilhelmina was lying back on the bridge where he had 
dropped her when he went in the water. Still there didn’t seem to be 
any way out—or so he thought until Tugboat Annie solved his 
problem for him. 

She was bearing steadily down on Big Nose, who stood his ground, 
his smile getting thinner and more vicious the closer she came. The 


knife blade gleamed in the lamplight and flickered in and out. 

Big Nose said, “I’m going to enjoy this, you old jakes. Think you 
can get away with all your cheek because you’re a bloody old hag and 
nice little boys ain’t supposed to muss up the old bags? Well my name 
ain’t Sir Philip Sydney, luv.” 

“Yeah, and I ain’t no .little Lord Fauntleroy neither,” growled the 
woman. She was very close now and Big Nose closed the gap by 
taking a step toward her. He brought the knife up trader her nose with 
one hand and gave her a shove back with the other. That was his 
mistake. The tugboat captain caught the arm he used to shove her, 
spun him around and fetched him a clip on the ear that made Nick 
wince. Big Nose cursed loudly and came back with a long upward 
sweep of his blade that Tugboat Annie saw coming a mile away. She 
caught the thrusting arm, spun on her heel and pulled it over her 
shoulder. Then she gave a heave of her enormous legs. 

Big Nose described an arc through the air and came down flat on 
his back with a crash that rocked the porcelain. Before he could 
recover, she had pulled him to his feet and slammed a solid punch to 
his midsection that had all of her’ two hundred and fifty pounds 
behind it. The mod sort of sighed and receded, in the direction of the 
floor, just in time to meet Annie’s massive knee on its way up. Blood 
burst from his lips like juice from an overripe tomato. 

“Ha, ha, ha.” Annie’s deep laughter shook the teacups. “Well now, 
look at Sir Philip Bloody Sydney, wouldn’t you.” 

The long-haired knifeman was on his hands and knees coughing 
and watching blood run from his mouth down to the rug. 

“C’mon, Phil,” she said dragging him to his feet with a huge grunt. 
“Time to go out and tell your chums there ain’t no Tommie ‘ere an’ 
that respect for your elders is comin’ back into style.” 

Big Nose had no reply as he marched on shaky legs to the door, 
Tugboat Annie supporting him by his collar. A moment later Nick 
heard him stumbling heavily down the gangplank. Annie returned 
with a satisfied grin across her broad ugly face. 

“Aren’t you worried he’ll come back with his friends?” Nick asked, 
emerging from his hiding place. 

“Not likely he’ll want to show ‘em it was a defenseless piece of 
fluff like me did ‘m in.” 

Nick’s grin of admiration widened. She looked about as defenseless 
as an armored, division. But the amazon had put away her warlike 
impulses. She bustled about tidying up the signs of the struggle and 
then set the teapot on the stove. 

“Now you just nip into the loo, luv, and change out of those wet 
clothes and Pll have a nice cuppa all ready for you when you come 
back. There’s some o’ the old man’s gear, may he rest in peace, in the 


locker just starboard o’ the loo. Knowed all along a nice-lookin’ chap 
like you wouldn’t have anything to do with the likes o’ them.” 

“Appreciate all this, ma’am,” Nick said, “but I’d better be going 
along. People to. meet, places to go and all that.” 

“You don’t want to be dashin’ about outside with those teddy boys 
after you, luv. We can have a cozy little chat over tea an’ then off to 
bed,” she said. “After all, there’s them as thinks I’m attractive yet for 
the life ’ve led—but suit yourself.” 

She turned and flounced off in the direction of the kettle, tossing a 
flirtatious glance back toward Nick. Nick repressed a shudder at the 
thought of a night of steaming passion with the kind-hearted Annie 
and took his leave. 

“You'll be sorry, luv,” she caroled after him. “I know how to be 
good to a man.” 

Pll bet, Nick laughed to himself as he moved off through the 
darkness. It would be hard on the man, though. Should get hardship 
pay, he thought, thinking of the strength in those powerful legs. He 
thought of Tracy. From what the lad on the bridge had said it didn’t 
sound as if she were one of them. Not unless someone had got his 
signals crossed. 

The fog was coming up thick now on the river. It wouldn’t do to go 
back by the road. He had no idea how many of them were there, 
concealed in the shadows watching the door, ready to blast him down 
from the concealment of the warehouse alleys. It would have to be 
along the river that he approached the pub. 

Ten minutes later, wet and filthy from the grime of the docks, Nick 
moved silently along the wall of the back courtyard of the pub. He 
could see the tree where he’d, left Tracy. The pub was closed now and 
he could see the help moving around inside cleaning up. He placed his 
hands on the wall above his head and then pulled himself up and slid 
over with the smooth effortlessness of a prowling cat. 

The courtyard was empty. There was no sign of Miss Tracy 
Vanderlake. Or was there? Nick crossed to the bench underneath the 
willow tree where Tracy had been sitting. 

The rag lay on the ground beneath the bench. Nick picked it up 
and sniffed. Chloroform. Not difficult to use. No one would think 
twice about someone carrying a date who had passed out in that beery 
crowd. 

Nick went inside. He made inquiries. The bartender couldn’t help 
him and none of the waiters had noticed a blonde American. There 
were so many birds floating around, mate, you understand? 

Nick stopped. There wasn’t much that they could get out of Tracy. 
But it could be very unpleasant for her until they understood that she 
wasn’t working with or for Nick. He was sorry he had misjudged her. 


One of the guitar players was packing his instrument. 

“Looking for someone, mister?” 

Nick nodded and looked carefully at the musician. 

“Your chum slipped me a fiver to tell you they left early for a club 
on New Oxford Street and you can meet them there.” 

He named the club. Nick questioned him briefly but the guitar 
player had been told to keep his eye out for an American in evening 
clothes who might return looking for his blonde date. 

“Funny I didn’t see you come in,” the guitar player said. 

Nick thanked him and called a cab. Outside, no shots rang, no 
movement was betrayed in the shadow. Nick began -to laugh, a hard 
cynical laugh. This time he wasn’t going to go for the bait. He had a 
more important job to do. Let them keep Tracy and worry about the 
all-out manhunt that would be launched for the abducted daughter of 
an American millionaire. Nick would be working on the case while 
they were dodging bobbies at every corner. 

Nick made one more call. It was from a street phone booth and it 
was to Scotland Yard. He did not give his name. When it was finished 
he went back to his hotel and slept the peaceful sleep of the wicked. 


Chapter 5 


THE SHORT-RANGE jet was beginning its descent into Paris, 
coming down fast Paris, city, of memories. There were a lot of things 
that Nick would have liked to do. There were a couple of newsmen he 
would like to see again or maybe have a drink with Chalmers at the 
Embassy. On second thought, he’d better keep away from the 
American Embassy, old buddy or no old buddy. The American Eagle 
liked to keep its talons clean; it wanted nothing to do with AXE’s 
marauding night hawks, at least not out Where people could see. 

Perhaps Durand at the Banque Suisse. Durand was a lot of laughs 
and hadn’t always been a banker, not by a damn sight. Perhaps he 
could give Nick a word of advice about international currency 
movements. Durand knew it from both sides of the law. But then 
again, didn’t the Swiss Bank have dealings with Red China? Not that 
Durand would give him away, but... . No, Nick Would stay in the best 
hotels and eat at the finest restaurants, but Paris for him would be just 
another temporary duty station. Other people’s Paris, the Paris of old 
loves and the energetic making of new ones was not for Nick Carter. 

Beside him the irrepressible Pecos Smith bent Nick’s ear as usual. 
In his narrative, Coyote and Pecos had managed to acquire drilling 
rights in some remote part of the Amazon and were beset by 
headhunting Jivaro Indians who had the two Americans figured for 
gods or lunatics. 

“There we were, son,” Pecos roared, “crocodiles big as flatcars 
behind us and ahead heathen in the jungle. Old Jedge Remington was 
all the friends we had... 

Nick let his attention wander. Pecos didn’t mind. He had another 
audience now, a tall, courtly redheaded man named Kirby Fairbanks 
who was enthralled with Pecos’ stories. “I wish I had my tape recorder 
here,” he remarked at several of Pecos’ high points. “This is true 
Americana and it will be lost forever in another few years.” 

The true American was delighted to play to this new audience and 
Nick was allowed to scan the passengers in peace. The absence of 
Tracy Vanderlake hadn’t been widely noticed yet. Her abduction had 
taken place too late for the morning papers and the editors of the 
tabloids had apparently not thought it worthwhile to get out extras 
until the facts had been more carefully checked. More faces. A great 
smiling tub of a man and his little stone-faced wife. His name was 
Frank Baxter and he was the MC on a famous daytime television show 
under the name of Captain Smiley. His wife, in contrast to Baxter’s 
large good humor, was as small as he was fat and as grim as he was 


jovial. 

And then there was always Li Valery. She was sitting by herself as 
usual, remote as the Great Sphinx, her legs neatly crossed and the 
promise of a full bosom accentuated beneath a deep-necked silk 
blouse and superbly tailored jacket. 

Li Valery. The thought struck him like a thunderbolt. She had been 
the only one outside of Tracy Vanderlake who had known that Nick 
would be at the Thames pub. If Tracy wasn’t the woman M.I. 5 had 
warned him about, it was very possible that Li Valery was. 

At Orly Airport Mademoiselle Valery, still alone, walked out of 
customs to the cab rack. Nick was in the following cab as they headed 
into Paris. 

Her cab stopped at a well-known hotel on the Place Vendome. Nick 
waited while she went in and registered, gave her enough time to get 
out of the lobby, then went in and registered himself. Later he selected 
a vantage point in the lobby, ready to follow her when she reappeared 
from upstairs. 


It was midafternoon, and Li Valery sat draped with casual 
insolence over the only comfortable chair in the room, batting back 
answers to the ladies and gentlemen of the international press in an 
anteroom of the high fashion house, Maison d’Andre. 

“She is a stunning combination of all that’s best in East and West. 
Fawn’s eyes, brown as cowry, framed with a river of inky black hair,” 
wrote the man from Paris Match. “A voice made for love but, ah, a 
mind like a wolf trap,” he scribbled romantically like a true 
Frenchman. A string quartet made polite noises in. the background, 
footmen passed champagne and thousands of dollars’ worth of old 
masters stared benignly down from the walls. 

“Why did you create a sensation by breaking your contract with 
the House of Garibaldi in New York and deciding to tour the world?” 
a reporter asked. 

Li dangled a lazy foot and looked at him languidly. 

“That’s why the lady ees a tramp,” she said, permitting herself a 
trace of accent. “Next question?” 

“What do you think of marriage, Mademoiselle Valery?” 

“A must if you live in a small town.” The questions went on 
interminably. “Would Mademoiselle pose with Monsieur Andre? With 
Lisette, her chief rival? A little more left profile, s’il vous plait?” 

It wasn’t bad fun, she thought. She had come a long Way from a 
land where coffee-colored rivers flowed sluggishly through abundant 
jungles, where bandy-legged men spent a lifetime ankle deep in mud 
following the fly-specked backs of water buffalo into nameless graves. 
And always there were the soldiers: the Japanese, the French, the 


Communists; She had spent her childhood watching without 
understanding from the peace of the courtyards where the monks 
strolled, ignoring the sounds of cannon and airplanes with timeless 
eyes. The Wheel of Things turned slowly and steadily, as the monks 
were fond of remarking. The scrawny half-caste brat reached New 
York by various roads and it was found that not only was she now 
beautiful but that her beauty showed on photographic plates. She 
became a success. She saw the silliness of the life but did not let on to 
those who believed. She attended the parties and the showings and 
indulged in the intrigues but managed to hold a part of herself aloof. 
The money was good and the ex-brat of the temple yard had a good 
use for the money. 

Yes, this game of success was fun, she thought. But not this 
afternoon. Idly she wondered what the fashion reporters would say if 
they were aware that their latest darling stood a fine chance of being 
arrested by the FBI or the CIA before the afternoon was over. 

She looked at her watch. Almost three o’clock. She got up abruptly. 

“T am very sorry,” she said to the assembled press. She seemed 
about to say something further but changed her mind and pushed 
swiftly through the room. There was a murmur in the crowd. 

“The kid has a born instinct for publicity,” said a cynical woman 
reporter. She could have had no idea how little publicity Li Valery 
wanted this afternoon. Five minutes later Li went sailing out the door 
with Monsieur Andre sputtering vainly after her. 

The street was empty. It seemed empty, anyway. She caught a 
cruising cab and rode down along the river and crossed to the Left 
Bank. There she paid off her cab, walked around the block and hailed 
a second cab. 

What Li was doing was a shooting offense where she came from. 
She didn’t think the United States Government would shoot her if they 
caught her, but she knew that she would spend a long time in prison. 
She sat very stiff and straight in the back of the cab, scanning the 
faces of passersby in the streets for signs of suspicion. Presently the 
cab drew up under the walls of a park in the shadow of Les Invalides. 
She got out and looked carefully up and down the street before 
entering the park. Still no one. Perhaps she was going to get away 
with it. The joy of the successful conspirator flooded through her. She 
walked briskly in front of the old church, around the museum and 
down into the back garden. 

Her heels twisted and sank in the gravel but she was concentrating 
on counting the benches. The fourth on the right, the instructions had 
said. If that is occupied, the fifth ... and so on. She stopped. All the 
benches were occupied. She cursed softly and stopped in frustration. 
The Chinese might one day rule the world, as they insisted, but clearly 


they couldn’t arrange a simple little operation like this one efficiently. 
With a shrug of vexation she chose a bench occupied by a little girl 
who, she hoped, would not understand the conversation that would 
soon take place. Li checked her watch. What if her contact—her 
“Friend in Peking,” as he was called in the letters—failed to appear? 
Worse yet, what if the Americans arrested her now? That American on 
the plane ... Nick Campbell. She could have sworn he was in the cab 
behind her at the airport. She congratulated herself on her cleverness 
in switching cabs, sure that the maneuver was startlingly original and 
unparalleled in the records of espionage. 

Gradually, Li became aware that the little girl was watching her 
with large curious eyes. 

“Bonjour,” Li said, and went back to worrying. 

“J'ai perdu ma maman,” the little girl observed. “I have lost my 
mother.” 

“T’m sure she. will return presently,” Li said in French. 

“No,” the little girl. said. “She will return here at five o’clock. She 
leaves me here and meets a man on Tuesday and Thursday 
afternoons.” 

“Eh bien, enfant,” Li said. “I’m sure she has her reasons.” 

“Yes, quite so,” the French girl said. “My papa fell in. Algeria.” 

“T am sorry,” Li said. They sat in silence at opposite ends of the 
bench for some time. 

“You are very beautiful, madame,” the girl said finally. 

“Mademoiselle,” Li corrected automatically. “Thank you, darling.” 

“T should hope some day to be as beautiful as you,” the girl said 
gravely. 

Li laughed her warm rich laughter. 

“Beauty is—what the hell is the French word for ‘skin deep’” she 
said, changing into English—”sur la surface” she finished. 

“You have many lovers?” the girl inquired dreamily. “I am sure of 
it. And five like a princess in a splendid mansion in the Orient.” 

“Would you believe a one-room walkup on East Fifty-first?” Li 
laughed. She fished in her bag for some chewing gum, a bad habit 
which she indulged in in private— but right now, as the ads said, it 
would do just fine for relieving the tension. 

In her nervousness the bag fell out of her hand and spilled its 
contents on the gravel Walk. Li quickly bent and began picking them 
up but she wasn’t swift enough to conceal the small automatic pistol 
that lay exposed on the walk. The eyes of the small French girl 
widened and she began to tremble. Li gave her the chewing gum but 
the child’s eyes were fixed on Li’s purse where the automatic was. 

“Mademoiselle,” she said slowly. “Who is it that you mean to 
shoot? A man perhaps?” Abruptly the child began to weep. “You were 


such a beautiful lady and now I know that you shoot people, perhaps 
little girls even, as my mother said strange women do.” 

Oh God, what an unfair and unexpected predicament. Panic rose in 
Li Valery. She felt that every eye in the park was on her, that one of 
the stern-faced old women would summon the police, that the police 
would discover the thousands of American dollars in her attache case. 
That would be the end. Li almost felt like weeping herself. 

“No, no, little one,” she said, “you do not understand.” The child’s 
sobbing added a surrealistic note to the tensions of the afternoon. At 
the same time, Li felt a warm kinship with the fatherless, abandoned 
little girl, so like herself at the same age. She took the little creature 
into her arms, feeling the frailty of her, and finally induced her to take 
some gum. 

The little girl’s tears were almost dry when the shadow of a man 
fell across their bench. Li looked up and her face hardened into its 
customary impassiveness. Her “Friend from Peking” was staring down 
at her. 

“You have the money?” he asked in French. 

“Speak English,” Li snapped. “Of course. I did not travel two 
thousand miles to enjoy the weather.” 

The man sat down heavily, easing an attache case identical to Li 
Valery’s onto the ground beside it. 

“You are like maman,” the girl said accusingly. “There is a man 
here and now you will wish that I depart.” 

Li sighed. “Yes, dear,” she said slowly, almost tenderly, “I’m afraid 
you must depart.” When she faced the Chinese agent, she looked very 
hard and able to take care of herself. 

Nick sauntered down the graveled walk, attempting to avoid the 
gaze of the uniformed old veteran of La Guerre ‘17 who eyed him with 
the venomous suspicion of constituted French officialdom. Nick sat 
down next to a solitary, grim nanny. The bench was concealed from Li 
Valery’s gaze but near enough so that Nick could see whomever she 
had been planning to meet. 

Whomever the beautiful mannequin was waiting for had arrived. 
Nick hid behind his guidebook and slowly peered over the edge. The 
man was staring straight through Nick, his eyes clouded with 
boredom, while the girl talked earnestly. 

That face was familiar to Nick, who always spent hours examining 
the new sheaves of photographs of known members of the Chicom 
espionage apparatus. This man was a minor functionary well known to 
AXE. It Was beginning to make sense to Nick about last night at the 
Thames pub—Li Valery had been performing another small service for 
the Red Chinese; she had told them where they could find the man 
called Killmaster. 


Nick watched the proceedings carefully and strained to hear what 
was being said. Children screamed in the droning afternoon silence of 
the park, nannies called in crisp French voices and behind the wall 
hens were clucking. Nick could hear nothing. 

In the end she -arose first and started up the graveled walk toward 
the gate. But first she had reached across the bench and taken the 
visitor’s briefcase, leaving her own sitting at his feet on the gravel. 

So that was how they made the drop? This was the clandestine 
payoff technique that had brought the intelligence networks of the 
western nations to a complete standstill? 

Nick couldn’t believe it. It was too simple, he decided; there had to 
be something more. This switch in the park could be the first of a 
series of maneuvers, perhaps even false ones, designed to throw him 
off the track. Nick was too old a pro to go barging in when a little 
patience might reveal the whole system. He kept a tail on Li for the 
rest of the afternoon. At four o’clock she was seated by herself 
lingering over an aperitif and a copy of Elle in front of Fouquets on 
the Champs-Elysees. At six o’clock she returned to her hotel in the 
Place Vendome. At seven Nick, seated in the lobby, saw her appear in 
an evening gown and join the same Chinese businessman type whom 
she had met in the park. Behind his newspaper, Nick’s eyebrows 
furrowed. This was one of the most casual and amateurish pieces of 
espionage he had been privileged to watch in his entire life. 

After dinner he followed the couple to the opera. When they were 
safely in, he bought a ticket himself and rented a pair of glasses. Just 
to keep the opposition honest he sat through the first act and 
intermission. When the curtain rose on the second act and after 
making sure that Li and her companion were still in their seats, Nick 
descended the stairs and went out into the soft Paris night. 

Twenty minutes later he parked his rented car in the Place 
Vendome. A few more minutes took him to the hallway in front of Li 
Valery’s room. It was still too early in the evening to take a chance on 
picking the lock. Maids, room service and guests were coining and 
going all over the place. He would probably end up on the Quai des 
Orfevres explaining his curiosity about the contents of another guest’s 
room to an unsmiling sergeant of gendarmes who just wouldn’t 
understand. 

Undiscouraged, Nick returned to his own room on the floor above. 
There he stepped out on the tiny balcony. Beyond the square the Seine 
caught the last afterglow of the sky, but the sun was well down and 
the street lights were on. The balconies which he would have to cross 
on his way to Li Valery’s room were dark. 

Nick decided that it was dark enough to put his plan into effect. A 
quick twist of his hands in the darkness tied a metal grapple to a 


length of nylon mountain climber’s cord. He then hooked the grapple 
over the railing and let the Cord drop. A moment later his powerful 
arms carried him hand over hand down to the next balcony, where he 
landed lightly and flipped the cord upward to unhook the grapple. 
Without pausing for a moment, he caught the grapple as it fell past 
him, cast it out toward the next balcony and drew the cord back until 
he heard the grapple catch on the rail. Then, looping his feet through 
a twist of the rope, he shoved off from his balcony and went riding 
away through the darkness. When the rope stopped swinging he 
mounted the rope hand over hand until he reached the balcony rail, 
where he pulled himself up and over. 

Twice more he repeated his ride high above the sideWalk, then 
pulled himself safely to the balcony outside Li Valery’s room. 

The French windows were open. Even if they hadn’t been, the 
windows would have been a small obstacle to Nick’s lockpicking 
talents. Nick’s practiced glance roved the room. Her luggage was open 
on the bed and the briefcase was in plain sight on the floor. Nick 
picked up the briefcase and tried the lock, which surrendered in less 
than fifteen seconds to his lockpicker’s special. 

She was a beautiful girl, he reflected, but as a spy she would make 
a good plumber. The case was empty. An examination of the lining 
and handle by eyes that were practiced in the use and detection of 
every conceivable kind of false bottom and hollow handle revealed 
nothing. Nick sighed. A thorough search of the room was indicated. 
He glanced at his watch. There should be enough time. Li and her 
Chicom buddy should be catching the last act of Don Giovanni. 

Then he heard the sound of the key being fitted into the lock. Nick 
was outside on the balcony by the time the latch turned and the door 
opened. 

Through the crack in the French door Nick watched Li Valery enter 
the room alone and kick off her shoes. 

His eyes roamed the room seeking any telltale sign of his presence. 
He saw one. He had sat on the bed to examine the attache case and 
hadn’t had time to smooth out the covers. 

But the Oriental girl seemed entirely unaware of this as she 
reached behind her back and unsnapped the hook of her evening 
gown and let it fall to the floor. She lifted the hem of her slip and bent 
gracefully over each slim golden thigh as she went through the 
woman’s ritual of removing her stockings. Next came the pins holding 
the piled luxury of her jet black hair, which she let fall over her bare 
supple back. For some time, with her back to Nick, she stood in front 
of the mirror brushing her hair with long languid strokes, the lights of 
the mirror dancing in golden highlights off her slim exquisite limbs. 

Nick watched her from the balcony in the hope that Li Valery 


might save him a lot of time and effort by revealing the hiding place 
of the contents of the attache case. 

When she was finished, her hair was flowing in a smooth river 
down her spine and contrasting with the whiteness of her slip. She 
walked over to her bag, withdrew some object which Nick could not 
see and then strolled toward the French windows humming an air 
from the opera. 

Nick moved swiftly. With a little luck he could hang from her 
balcony until she had finished with her breath of air. He was halfway 
over the rail, his hand on the rope, when the girl spoke. 

“Going somewhere, Mr. Campbell?” 

Her large dark eyes regarded him over the little lady’s automatic 
she held in her hand. The. weapon didn’t have much stopping power, 
as automatics went, but it had enough to knock Nick off his rope, and 
what the gunshots didn’t do the pavement would. Nick offered what 
he hoped was a disarming smile. 

“Lovely night, isn’t it, Miss Valery?” 

“You have nothing to laugh about, Mr. Campbell. Will you please 
come in and explain what you were looking for in my hotel room? If 
you don’t I am going to shoot you off that balcony. I am sure the 
police would be most understanding.” 

The girl backed slowly’ through the glass doors into the room, the 
automatic trained steadily on Nick’s midsection. Nick followed. 

“Very well,” the girl said. “Explain please, Mr. Campbell.” 

The corners of Nick’s eyes wrinkled with amusement. 

“And what if I don’t?” 

“Then I will shoot you. I have seen men shot before. It is nothing 
exceptional for me. I would not hesitate.” 

“T doubt it,” Nick said. “You had your chance on the balcony. 
Think of all the questions the police will ask. You answer just one 
little question incorrectly and you are no longer an outraged woman, 
you are a murderess.” 

“Do not be so sure, Mr. Campbell. I have friends.” 

“T know about your friends,” Nick said. “Charming people.” 

He stood relaxed, his hands in the air, and watched her. She was so 
slim and lovely, little more than a girl. There was a girl’s doubt in her 
liquid dark eyes as she stared back at him. She was thinking hard. 
Probably she was Only a tool of the enemy, perhaps even an unwitting 
tool, but she was an enemy with a gun and therefore dangerous. 

“Turn around, please, Mr. Campbell,” she said. “I want to make a 
telephone call and I don’t want you to leave until I have made it.” 

“lm afraid I can’t,” Nick said. She spread her long legs more 
firmly, bracing herself. Her face became remote and cold. 

“Mr. Campbell, I will warn you one more time.” 


Nick made his move before she could do anything she might regret 
later on. It was child’s play for Nick to take the little automatic away. 
He merely launched himself in a low flat dive across the carpet at her 
golden-brown knees. The gun went off over his head as his weight 
struck her and she went down in a heap on top of him. Swiftly Nick’s 
hand engulfed hers, weapon and all. 

She fought, writhing and clawing to get away. Nick could smell the 
soft delicate fragrance of the perfume on her neck, feel the wiry 
resiliency of her twisting body as she attempted to slip out of his grip. 
Her nails raked the back” of his neck and she was trying hard to knee 
his groin when Nick stood up, picked her up as lightly as a fighting 
alley cat and tossed her halfway across the room to land with a 
thump, still fighting, on the bed. There was a momentary revelation of 
soft golden thighs, a promise of paradise to the man who was lucky 
enough to thaw the ice in her heart, and then she lay across the wide 
bed, her limbs trembling and her dark eyes smoldering with rage. 

Nick listened carefully. Apparently the shot had gone undetected. 
Thank God for the discretion of good French hotels. 

“Now do you suppose we could talk?” Nick asked, settling Mmself 
in a chair across the room. He left the automatic lying on the arm of 
the chair. 

“You may beat or torture me but I will never speak.” 

“Very impressive,” Nick said. “I admire your pride and courage 
tremendously.” His voice hardened. “I’d be even more impressed if I 
didn’t know it was a traitor’s pride.” 

“Traitor?” she said coldly. “Traitor to whom? To what country? I 
haye had half a dozen Countries in almost as many years.” 

“To the country whose passport you carry and where you have 
made a fortune. But I didn’t come here to talk about that. I want to 
know what you passed to that guy in the park this afternoon.” 

“Of what possible interest could that be to you?” Li said. She was 
sitting up now and all her customary haughtiness of manner had 
returned. Snooty damned, broad, Nick thought from the depths of his 
chair. 

“You can do as you like, Li, but you can save yourself a lot of 
trouble if you level with me now. Whatever you’re up to, the game’s 
over. If you don’t believe me, try calling the police.” Nick waved at 
the phone. She continued to stare at him with the expressionless look 
that Oriental girls develop at their mother’s knee to protect them from 
life’s ups and downs. 

“You are a treasury agent of the United States,” she said at last. 

Nick nodded. “Something like that.” 

The girl nodded dumbly. “I was afraid of that.” 

A growing doubt was gnawing at Nick’s conviction Jhat he had 


trapped an especially clumsy Chinese espionage operation. “Will I go 
to jail now?” she asked. 

“Perhaps,” Nick said noncommittally. “It depends on how much 
and how soon you cooperate with us. You could start by telling me 
what you’ve got going with the Red Chinese.” 

She did, briefly, a story that was as old as espionage to the 
AXEman. It had to do with a family split by war, one half in China 
and the other half in North Vietnam, a daughter whose fate led her to 
the United States as a war orphan, a gangling skinny little girl who 
had blossomed into a young woman of outstanding grace, whose 
beauty made her rich and successful beyond the wildest dreams of the 
Vietnamese border peasants; of an attempt to bring the family back 
together; of money and time spent tracking down rumors, and then 
the social contacts with highly placed American officials who had 
been willing to cut through red tape, use their unofficial contacts in 
Warsaw and Algiers to deal with the Chinese government. The latest 
chapter of the story had been set in a pleasant park in Paris where Li 
Valery had delivered fifteen thousand highly illegal dollars to a 
representative of the People’s Republic of China. 

“Fifteen thousand dollars is a lot of money to transport illegally,” 
she said with a trace of a smile. “I guess I can expect a rather long 
prison sentence.” 

“There are complications,” Nick said vaguely. “If I can trust you to 
remain silent about the fact that we’re on to the case,, and my 
presence in particular, I think perhaps we can keep things quiet for 
the time being. International complications. I may have to call on you 
from time to time.” 

She looked at him with the world-wise, bright eyes’ of a youngster 
who has grown up too fast in too many world capitals. 

“Mr. Campbell, if you mean am I willing to make love to you in 
order to avoid a prison sentence, you are mistaken. If, however, you 
can guarantee that my relatives in China... .” 

“Whoa, baby,” Nick laughed. “You’ve got the wrong guy. I only 
make love to my friends. All I want from you is that you keep your 
lovely mouth shut about me to the rest of the passengers and your 
Chinese friends. I have some other fish to fry on this trip.” 

Nick didn’t feel bad about letting her illegal currency transaction 
go unpunished. That was the Treasury Department’s concern and 
chicken feed compared with what he was after. As he left he caught a 
last glimpse of the girl, a lissome combination of white slip and golden 
limbs, eying him curiously. He almost regretted his decision— friend 
or enemy, making love to Li Valery would be an exciting night. 

Another bad break, he thought as he rode down in the elevator. He 
was gunning for the Chinese Tiger and had caught instead a 


frightened rabbit. The sight of the closed restaurant reminded Nick 
that he was ravenously hungry. He strolled through the lobby to the 
bar, which was still open, with a view to talking the harm an into 
rustling up a couple of sandwiches. 

‘Five minutes later he was seated at the hushed discreet bar 
working on a plate of oysters and some Camembert. A rustle of 
conversation rose above the bar’s late night hush. Nick turned to see 
what people were talking about. A very expensive and very angry 
looking blonde was striding through the room at top speed. Looking 
for her cheating husband, Nick thought. One of those Paris vignettes 
you read about. He went back to his snack. A moment later his 
shoulder was tapped. He turned and almost fell off his bar stool in 
surprise. 

“Tracy, darling,” he said, gallantly, “you don’t know how worried 
I’ve been....” 

The girl planted herself squarely in front of him, flushed from the 
top of her forehead down to the soft exposed curves of her breasts. 
Her eyes blazed. 

“Don’t you Tracy darling me ... you.., heel ... you poltroon.” Her 
heavy black handbag described a wide arc through the air and ended 
up smacking Nick solidly behind the ear. Through the buzzing in his 
ears Nick could hear her still sputtering away. 

Then she turned on her heel and strode out of the room, her head 
high. Several dozen Frenchmen with and without wives watched with 
approval and turned curious gazes toward the tall man at the bar. The 
.consensus seemed to be that the American must be tres formidable, a 
very great man, to have made such a pretty girl so furious. It was to 
wonder what he had done. 

“M’sieur, are you all right?” the barman said. “You are sure?” 

Nick nodded. “I’m fine. This just isn’t my day for women.” 


Chapter 6 


BUT IT WAS Nick’s day for women, at least one in particular. She 
was sitting in. the middle of his bed, wearing only a white slip and. 
doing her nails when he got back to his room. 

“Nick, sweetheart—” the full mouth curved enticingly, hinted at a 
pout—”I guess’ I should apologize for my little outburst of temper in 
the bar. I’m very impetuous,” Tracy confessed. Her wide blue eyes 
were as clear as a child’s. 

“That’s nice,” Nick said, thoughtfully, as he leaned against the 
door. “What I want to know now is what you’re doing half naked in 
my bed with your things scattered around my hotel room?” 

“That’s a fair question,” Tracy said. 

“Fine,” Nick said. “How about answering it?” 

“Promise you won’t be mad?” 

She pulled the covers up until all he could see were her creamy 
shoulders and her large eyes shining out from under a swatch of 
blonde hair. 

“The desk clerk thinks I’m your wife, Mrs. Nicholas Campbell.” 

“Whatever could have put an idea like that into his head?” Nick 
inquired gently. 

“Tm afraid I told him so, darling.” 

“That explains it,” Nick said softly. 

“T’m so glad you look at it that way,” Tracy said. 

“Tt explains nothing at all,” Nick snapped. “I’ve had a long hard 
day and I’m giving you exactly three minutes to pack your things and 
get back to your own room.” He advanced purposefully on the girl. 
Her eyes widened and she attempted to retreat backward across the 
bed. 

“Don’t you dare,” she breathed. “Nicholas ... so help me ... keep 
your distance ... you cad.” 

“Are you leaving or not?” Nick growled. “I have more than half a 
mind to turn yon over my knee. Matter of fact, I’ve had an impulse to 
do that ever since I met you.” 

There was a dazzling, catlike flash of long clean legs and slim 
white arms blurring into action, and Tracy streaked across the room in 
her slip, dodging behind tables and chairs as she went. 

“Like the man said,” Nick gloated cheerfully, “you can run but you 
can’t hide.” 

“If you lay a hand on me, Nick Campbell,” she warned, “you'll get 
the same thing Big Alfie got.” 

Nick stopped, intrigued. Tracy stood quivering with her hands 


shielding her delectable body, looking wary and determined. 

“Just ... what ... did Big Alfie get?” Nick asked. “And while we’re 
at it, who the hell is Big Alfie?” 

“He was one of your ‘business rivals.’ The one they left to guard 
me when they had me in that miserable fish and chips place, in Soho. 
A great, fat, dirty old man. He tried to take advantage of me, when all 
he was supposed to be doing was guard me. Crooks have no class 
anymore.” 

“Just the news, please,” Nick said. “What happened when he tried 
to take advantage?” “I popped him a couple of times, I’m afraid.” 

She watched for his reaction with shining, breathless eyes* 

Nick considered. “You popped him with what?” 

“With one of these.” She reached into one of her suitcases and 
pulled out a revolver. 

“Oh,” Nick said. “Oh.” 

“Not so it would hurt.” 

“T know,” Nick said, “so it would tickle. Then what happened?” 

“Well,” Tracy said, “I had to-sort of pop a couple more of them. 
Then I stole a car and drove to a sort of fly-by-night airport in the 
South of England and flew over here under a false name.” 

“And came up here to pop me while you were popping people?” 

“Oh, no, Nick,” she breathed. “You don’t understand.” 

“No,” Nick said, “I don’t. Maybe you’d better explain.” Deciding 
that the immediate danger of getting “popped” was over, Nick poured 
himself a shot of Scotch and gave one to the girl. Tracy took the drink 
and wandered around the room, sipping it and scratching her head 
with the front sight of her gun. 

“You see, Nick, at first I thought Big Alfie and his boys were trying 
to shake some money out of Daddy to get his little girl back. It was 
stupid of me to think so, considering what had happened, but you fall 
into certain bad habits of thought when you're rich.” 

“Tl bet,” Nick said. “I’d like to find out sometime.” 

“Anyway, I knew Daddy would be livid and cut off my allowance 
for months and months. So I had to get out of there any way I could.” 

Nick cocked a suspicious eyebrow. 

“You didn’t encourage Big Alfie’s attentions, by any chance, did 
you, pet?” 

Her eyes went innocent and wide. 

“Nick,” she wailed. “What a dreadful, beastly, ungentlemanly thing 
to say.” 

“Did you, Tracy?” 

“Well maybe just the tiniest, tiniest little bit so I could get his 
gun.” 

“Poor Big Alfie,” Nick said sympathetically. Tracy continued to 


scratch the back of her head nervously with her revolver and to look 
as apprehensive as a junior angel who has fouled up and isn’t sure 
what St. Peter will have to say about it. 

“Well,” Nick said finally, “now that we’ve all heard about your 
adventure maybe you’d better go back to your room and recuperate. 
Long hard day tomorrow and all.” He smiled benignly, his avuncular 
smile, his con man’s smile, and breathed an inward sigh of relief. 

“But you’ve forgotten, Nicky, dear. Already? This is my room. I’m 
your wife.” 

“Nonsense,” Nick said. “Never had a wife in my life. I’d be sure to 
remember about something like that.” 

“Oh, darling,” Tracy wailed again. “You’re a lovely, desirable hunk 
of man, but you’re being deliberately dull. You see, if I had gone and 
told people all along the way to Paris that I was the Tracy Vanderlake, 
sought by the police of many nations, I’d still be in some dreary office 
answering questions, or dogged by bodyguards everywhere I went. 
Right? But as a frowzy, frumpy housewife, Mrs. Nick Campbell, no 
one gives me a second look. I’ll have to play that role until I’m back 
on the plane, darling.” 

“You don’t look too frowzy to me,” Nick said gallantly. 

“Thank you, dear. You’re not a complete cad by any means. 
Besides, there’s another reason I can’t leave,” she added, playing her 
trump. “There are no more rooms free in this hotel or anywhere else 
that’s decent in this town. I’m afraid we’re just going to have to make 
this marriage work.” 

She grinned triumphantly while Nick puzzled over what he was. 
going to do about his new roommate. He had good reason for getting 
her out of his room quickly; mostly for her own good, but explaining 
why would be too involved. 

“All right,” Nick said. “Do I get to kiss the bride?” 

“Whee,” Tracy yelled, performing a sort of jig on the carpet. The 
gun went off with a roar that wracked the room. 

“Oh, lord,” Tracy said, “I guess I forgot to put the safety on. You'll 
have to teach me all about these things some day.” 

“Poor Big Alfie,” Nick muttered for the second time. 

Suddenly a hundred-odd pounds of blondness, clad only in the 
frailest of slips, descended into Nick’s lap and showered his face with 
kisses. 

“Big Alfie was a creep, darling. You are a man of great style and 
heart and far out of his league. This will be one of those marriages 
made in heaven; I just know it. Or a hell of a honeymoon, anyway.” 

She reached over Nick’s shoulder and picked up the telephone. By 
the time the bellboy arrived, wheeling his cart of champagne and 
caviar out onto the balcony where the “honeymooners” were enjoying 


the view of the Place Vendome and muttering sweet notMngs, as 
honeymooners will, Tracy had exchanged the frail slip for a frail 
peignoir wMch was somehow more revealing. 

Soon they finished a bottle and a half and were forced to send out 
for more. Then it became cold on the balcony and she felt just the 
teensiest weensiest bit dizzy. She came over and sat beside Nick on 
the bed and handed him one of the icy bubbling glasses. 

“Here’s to crime, darling. I loved every minute of It even when 
those thugs were mauling and pinching and generally behaving like 
Ladies’ Night at the Yale Club.” 

She bent over and placed her fragrant full, lips on his and let them 
linger longer, more suggestively than she had planned, for suddenly 
she pulled away and said “Oh” with a surprised look. He could feel 
the light wisp of her golden hair brush his forehead and the soft 
pressure of the full striving breasts against his chest. She smiled and 
her smile was a bit crooked. 

“Youre more fun than anyone, Nicholas, even if you are a heel,” 
she murmured softly. She pulled away and regarded him with bright 
eyes and a twisted smile. “Don’t you know every lady loves a heel?” 
For a fleeting moment Nick was amused. It never occurred to him that 
people might see him in that light. To. Nick his irregularity of 
behavior was simply a matter of logical choices. It had never crossed 
his mind that either he or the man facing him down a dark alley with 
a drawn gun was good or bad. They were just pawns moving 
according to the rules in a game whose rules had been prescribed ages 
before the Bible was written. 

His eyebrows rose a fraction of an inch. 

“Ts that kind, Tracy?” he asked. His voice was ironic. 

“Tt’s not kind but it’s true,” she said. “No gentleman leaves a lady 
in the. cellar of a Soho fish house. But who needs a gentleman at 
midnight in a Paris hotel, my husband?” There was a laughing 
invitation in her eyes. 

She was beside him on the bed, stretched out, kicking her shoes 
off. Somewhere in the next minute one of the. champagne glasses, 
tumbled to the carpet and left a deep wet stain which no one noticed. 
Her mouth was wide and hot on his and her tongue leaped like a 
flame, a flame that was intent on sending its line of fire into, the heart 
of his being. Her quick practiced hands slid under his shirt, up along 
the powerful muscles of his chest and down his back. Her wet little 
tongue was scampering in and out of his ear, goading him into a 
frantic readiness, a desire to consummate this union fiercely and at 
once, to bring her with him to the summit of desire in hot haste. 

He heard her laugh deep in her throat and her laughter held a 
bawdy note while her hands continued to roam the secret sensitive 


places of his body, luring him on, then teasingly slowing up the 
tempo. She twisted and moved under him in an excess of desire. The 
rock-hard masculine body was pressing for a sexual reponse, an 
answer, which she held off giving to increase the pleasure and 
heighten the tension. 

“Ah, don’t stop... don’t stop,” she moaned. He had no intention of 
stopping, never for a second had it crossed his mind. His lips pressed 
against the satin-smooth flesh that advanced and receded, long white 
legs embracing him only to struggle free, the sweet breasts offering 
their fruit only to be withdrawn, the white teeth flashing in the 
darkness, nipping here and caressing there. He heard her breath 
coming fast, felt’ the heat that flowed up from her body. Then, at the 
last moment, she seemed to change her mind. Her muscles, previously 
so quick and responsive, became stiff with resistance; she tried to 
force him away. 

“No, no,” she gasped, “not now. Wait a little longer. No, I won’t, I 
can’t... .” 

Nick’s powerful body broke through her feeble defenses and took 
her triumphantly while somewhere part of his consciousness was 
laughing at the age-old deception. She was still moaning no, no, as she 
joined him. and became part of his triumphal march toward the 
heights. She became one with him and, in the end, they were locked 
together without consciousness. Then they gradually subsided, hot 
limbs became cool and the two superb bodies relaxed. 


It was a long time later, after love and laughter, that the wind blew 
up from the Seine, damp and cooling, the starlight gave enough light 
to see by and sanity reigned again. Her smooth lovely face was serene 
in repose and her blonde hair lay flaxen and silky on the white hotel 
pillows. Later they wrapped towels about themselves and stood 
drinking the last of the champagne on the balcony and watching the 
few late-night pedestrians hurrying across the Place Vendome. Still 
later they retired to the bed again and for another twenty minutes 
there were no happier “honeymooners” to be found in Paris. 

She now lay deep in sleep beside him. Nick’s eyes were closed but 
he was not asleep. An occasional car went by outside. The delectable 
white body turned and moaned something in its sleep and lay quiet. 
Nick half dozed, his mind as keenly tuned to his surroundings as if he 
had been wide awake. The slightest footfall on the deep-carpeted 
hallway of some late-returning reveler brought him wide awake. 

Perhaps he should have told her. Told her that his luck had been 
too good, that he was a marked man. He shrugged mentally. Perhaps 
he should have but he hadn’t. She thought adventure was kicks. Let 
her learn. 


The hours passed. The long months of conditioning and yoga 
training allowed him to draw strength from the long half sleep. Then 
it came and it was well done. He hadn’t heard the key turn in the lock. 
The knowledge was more a sensing of a foreign presence in the room 
—something as delicate as a shift in the air currents. The sleeper 
beside him never stirred but Nick slowly tensed under the sheet that 
was flung lightly over them. The stiletto was near his hand where he 
had slipped it under the pillow. 

Not a footfall, not a carelessly drawn breath revealed the presence 
of the third party in the room. Nick smiled. The executioners of the 
Festered Lily order were doing well for themselves this time. Whoever 
he was, this baby knew his job. The door had been locked. The 
assassin had even managed to get hold of a passkey, oil the lock and 
get inside without Nick’s hearing him. True, Nick had been half 
expecting the attack from the balcony, but just the same this guy was 
good. 

Nick lay tense. It had to come any second now. Where was the 
man now? With an effort Nick forced his breathing to keep its regular 
shallow beat as his nerves tensed to combat readiness. 

What worried him was the fact that the assassin could see Nick and 
Nick couldn’t see him. Also, Tracy would scream when the action 
started. That couldn’t be helped. For the moment she slept on, as 
unaware as a child that death was moving toward her on silent feet. 

The blow would be toward his throat. Nick was ready to bet his 
life on that. It was what he would have done himself—a swift blow 
under the ear, then he would drag the blade around through the 
victim’s windpipe. The attack might be a variation on this, something 
tricky before or after, but that was the tried and true method of killing 
your victim instantly and with complete assurance that he would not 
cry out. 

Nick could sense the man up close. His nerves screamed for action 
but he forced himself to he there. Then the scorpion struck. Nick 
heard the man’s breath exhale as he made the effort and Nick sprang 
into action like a rattlesnake that has been stepped on. A hand struck 
him sharply across the eye, blinding him, but Nick’s neck wasn’t there 
to accept the lunging knife blade. Nick was on his feet underneath the 
assassin’s guard. Then Hugo, the stiletto, flashed upward. 

“Nick?” Tracy mumbled in her sleep, came half awake, her hand 
lazily exploring the empty place on the bed where Nick had been. 

Nick didn’t answer her. He had the assassin’s knife arm in a grip of 
steel that forced the probing knife away while his own stiletto sought 
the fatal spot. Nick’s first slash drew blood. He could feel it, in the 
dark, wetting his own arm, but it was nothing fatal. His opponent was 
too much alive to be badly hurt. The assassin was not very big—but 


he was tough, wiry and hard to hold. It was all Nick could do to keep 
that knife from breaking through and lunging up into his own throat. 

“Nick?” Tracy’s voice was gaining strength. There was a note of 
panic in it now. “Nick, is that you? What’s going on?” 

A knee rocketed up toward Nick’s groin, but Nick had detected the 
shift in weight that foretold the lunge and had twisted away at the last 
moment. Nick butted the man’s forehead and was rewarded by a grunt 
of pain. The man tried another knee and Nick’s foot lashed out and 
caught his remaining leg and knocked it from under him. Both men 
went down heavily, with Nick on top driving in like a great cat 
looking for the fatal opening. Once, twice and a third time Nick’s knife 
slipped in and out. The first two times the assassin took the stabbing 
on his forearm to save himself from the more deadly blow to his body 
but, even in the dark, Nick’s timing and reaction to his opponent’s 
shift of weight were lightning quick and accurate. The third time the 
stiletto shot in under the man’s guard. There was no need to strike 
again. Nick waited a moment until the strength flowed out of his 
opponent’s bunched muscles. The writhing stopped, there was a 
choked curse and then the man’s heaid went bump on the carpet. Nick 
slowly got to his feet. 

“Nick?” Tracy gasped in the dark. 

“Don’t turn on the fight,” he said. 

“What happened? Nick, I’m frightened.” 

“A little late for that, honey,” Nick muttered. He was busy rifling 
the dead man’s pockets.- Not that he expected to find much. There 
was a wallet, the bottle of machine oil he had used on. the lock and 
some keys. Nick took the wallet and went over to the lamp. 

“Turn your back, Tracy,” he said and switched on the lamp. 

The dead man had a lot of gall. Identifying papers in all the 
compartments of the billfold. The papers named him as Monsieur 
Armand Dupres of Marseilles. The carrying of identification was 
irregular in Armand’s line of work, but who knows what happens in 
the life of a hired assassin? Perhaps he had business to do in Paris 
while he was up here, an errand to run for his wife, a little matter 
with the Veterans’ Administration to he cleared up that required his 
papers. Nick dismissed the thought. He was not in the habit of letting 
his imagination ran away with him in love or war. Right now all N3 
wanted to know about Monsieur Armand Dupres was what he Was 
going to do with his earthly remains. 

“Your business competitors certainly play rough,” Tracy quavered. 
“You do, too,” she added. “You may be a heel but you’re not the 
normal garden variety type. There’s Something funny about you.” 

“Um,” Nick said. He was preoccupied with the tactical aspects of 
his grave detail. Tracy studied his hard, handsome face, now slightly 


furrowed with concentration. Two :thoughts came to him at the same 
time. His face brightened. 

“Oh, oh,” Tracy giggled nervously. “Someone’s in trouble.” Nick 
smiled and shook his head. 

“Stay right here. Pll be back in a moment.” 

“Are you crazy? I’m going to hide underneath the covers.” 

Nick winked and in an incredibly short time he was back, dressed 
in clean clothes, freshly shaven and showered. He also reeked of 
whiskey and carried his climber’s cord in one hand. 

“If anyone asks you, honey,” he said, “we had a couple of drinks 
after I left the bar. Then you sent me off on my own, just as I deserved 
after leaving you in the lurch in Soho.” 

Tracy wrapped the sheet around herself and raised her eyebrows. 

“Do you think there are any more of your ‘competitors’ hanging 
around?” 

Nick shook his head. “That fellow was out of the top drawer. 
They’ll have expected him to get results.” 

She nodded. For half a moment Nick was. tempted to cancel his 
plans and crawl back inside the warmth and comfort of the big bed 
with the lithe, full-bodied girl and shield her from the night which had 
become so suddenly full of terror. Her blue eyes looked wide and 
appealing and the sheet barely concealed the lusciousness of her fall 
white breasts. It took little imagination for Nick to let his mind roam 
down the rest of her eager young body. Instead, he reluctantly took a 
deep breath and set to work. 

He doubled his climber’s cord and now it was long enough to reach 
the street. 

“Do me a favor, baby,” he said. “I’ll soon be down on the 
pavement. When I tug the cord sharply three times, unhook the 
grapple and let it drop.” 

She nodded dumbly, the great blue eyes half hypnotized by his 
cheerful business-as-usual attitude toward the grotesque figure on the 
floor and the sudden violence in the night. Nick dabbed at the body of 
Armand Dupres with a wet towel and stuffed another over the knife 
wound under Armand’s suit. This done, he hoisted the body to his 
shoulders, flung it around his neck until he could control it with one 
hand and walked through the French windows to the balcony. Below, 
the Place Vendome slept, empty and silent. Tracy followed, wrapping 
a diaphanous peignoir about her succulent curves. 

Nick hooked the grapple to the rail and let the cord drop. 

“Now this,” he said, “may be just the littlest bit tricky.” Propping 
Armand against the rail, he made a running loop for his foot and, 
holding onto the rope, caught up Armand with his free hand. For a 
moment he hung suspended between earth and sky, swinging on the 


rope. Tracy started to laugh. It began as a low chuckle and threatened 
to gain in pitch until it reached hysteria. 

Nick said sharply to her, “If I were close enough, I’d hit you. Try to 
remember what I told you about not seeing me. And, if you get a 
minute, perhaps you could mop up some of those bloodstains on the 
carpet before the maid arrives.” 

Tracy nodded, still laughing weaidy. “You’re mad. Au revoir, 
darling,” she said softly. “I think I’m going crazy too, but don’t mind 
that.” 

“A bientot,” Nick said. “I should be seeing you in a couple of days. 
If I don’t, don’t come looking for me.” 

Having no hands free to wave, Nick nodded and. slid down the 
rope to the street, landing a little harder than he had intended because 
of the necessity of not being spotted dangling in air. On the ground he 
looked around. Home free. Above him the hundred eyes of the great 
hotel were dark in sleep. In the square, too, all was silence. He gave 
the cord three sharp pulls. A second later the grapple came flying 
down into his outstretched hand. 

Nick turned his attention to the problems ahead of him. His 
destination wasn’t far away but Armand’s weight made it seem miles. 

“Heads up, Armand, old veteran,” Nick said in French. “Allons, we 
shall begin the last march, our triumphant advance on the Seine.” 

Armand was the taciturn type. He said nothing but bent to his duty 
immediately. With Nick’s ramrod arm supporting the little Frenchman, 
they advanced together across the Place Vendome, Nick carrying him 
entirely when he thought they were alone and letting the henchman’s 
feet drag when some late passer-by was to be seen on the street. 

A choice faced him—to head for the Place de la Concorde, through 
which two drunken men might more normally be walking home, or 
the Tuileries Gardens, where they would have cover and less 
legitimate business. Cynically Nick opted for cover. He could have 
taken his rented car, of course, but that would mean leaving Armand 
alone on the street for a while—a very risky business. 

Together the two started toward the gardens. Almost immediately 
Nick’s worst fears were realized. At the corner of the street there was 
a Peugeot parked with its motor running. What was worse, inside he 
could see the white kepi of un agent smoking with a companion. Two 
bored French cops in the early hours of the morning with nothing to 
do but investigate anything that offered them the slightest relief from 
the tediousness of the morning Watch. 

Nick took a deep breath and began to sing in a faltering boozy 
baritone, flatting half his notes deliberately. The trick was to appear 
slightly stiff but not drunk enough to get run in. He sang in English to 
persuade the cops that running him in would be more trouble and 


confusion than the harassment value was worth. 

“Oh the minstrels sing of an English king... who lived long years 
ago... “ 

He was across the street now with a few more yards to go. In the 
gardens, if worst came to worst, he could drop Armand and run like 
hell. 

“’.. he was wild and woolly and full of fleas ... he had his women 
by twos and threes... .” 

Nick could feel the bored gaze of the cops on the back of his neck. 
He staggered a little, sedately, he hoped. 

“Come on, Armand, old murderer, start singing, damn it. Where’s 
your party spirit?” 

Armand was getting to be a drag in more ways than one. The 
weight on Nick’s arms felt like all the burdens of the damned. 

“Second chorus, Tnon frere,” Nick said. “From the top of the page 
now, and look alive. He sent the count of Zippety Zap to give the 
Spanish Queen the clap ... to give it to the Bastard King Of England.” 

Nick and his silent burden had reached the edge of the park. The 
pain in his arms was bringing a red haze to Nick’s eyes. Through the 
pain he was conscious of the Peugeot at the top of the street, the way 
a diver or swimmer is conscious of a shark lurking harmlessly some 
distance away but always ready to come arrowing in. 

Then the Peugeot, started up. Its light went on and it came 
prowling down the street as slowly and steadily as justice itself. Nick 
entered the park. .He forced himself to walk on slowly with his back 
to the Peugeot, ready to run for his life the minute he heard the motor 
slow down. Then he released his pent-up breath. The car passed. That 
night the two agents were not interested in two drunken men. The 
Peugeot continued down the Rue de Rivoli. Nick immediately dropped 
his burden under a tree and lit a cigarette. That was a close one. 

A predawn breeze from the Seine chilled his sweating body. 
Armand lay on his back facing the bottom branches of the trees and 
the lightening sky. 

It had been risky, but there was a big payoff. The Chinese had sent 
a man to eliminate Nick. Now both the man and Nick would 
disappear. The Chinese would not be sure whether Nick were dead or 
alive. Also, they would no longer be able to set up ambushes for him 
at every place the airplane touched down. It hadn’t been particularly 
cheering for Nick to know that a wealthy worldwide organization was 
hiring killers halfway around the world to greet Nick everywhere he 
arrived. As soon as he pulled the disappearing act, for the first time 
since he had boarded the aircraft in New York, Nick would be able to 
bring the fight to the enemy and do a little Investigating, rather than 
sit still while they took pot shots at him. 


As fair as Hawk was concerned, now that the gamble had paid off 
he could hardly fail to approve. Not that he would ever have to know 
about it. Nick stubbed out his cigarette on the dew-damp grass of the 
Tuileries and hoisted Armand to his shoulders. Shortly thereafter he- 
arrived at the Pont Royal over the Seine. Nick looked up and down the 
street. He waited until a blue-clad bicycle rider had pedaled stolidly 
past him on his way to work. 

Then he caught a certain Armand Dupres of Marseilles by the feet 
and committed him to the river. There was a splash below. 

“A bientdt, Armand, mon vieux.” Nick said and watched the body 
sink. It would reappear soon but not soon enough to be a hindrance. 
Nick turned and strolled back along the bridge but did not return to 
his hotel. 

Later that morning the International Studies Group boarded the 
plane for Rome at Orly Field but the big easy-going man known as 
Nick Campbell was not among the travelers. 


Chapter 7 


THE CEMENT was white and hot and baked in the Italian sun 
which blazed down from a vivid blue sky. Weeds drying out in the 
summer sun bent and genuflected with each breeze from the landing 
aircraft. Nick Carter stood on the observation deck at Rome 
International Airport and watched the speck in the sky that was PWA 
Flight 307 from Paris become a discernible aircraft and then become 
identifiable as BAC 111. It descended, its ILS beam wagging its wings, 
then touched down at the edge of the runway and rolled like an 
express train across the field before turning ponderously and taxiing 
toward the arrivals building. 

Nick was taking a chance out here on the observation deck. One of 
the passengers might recognize him. But the great AXE intelligence 
system said the trick was done at the airport. Nick had to find out 
how. It made sense. In the airport you had the protection of a crowd 
that shifted with the speedy movement of a kaleidoscope. Once you 
were inside the country it was harder because then you could be 
followed easily. This then gave the authorities more time to 
concentrate on you, note the fact that you associated with known 
criminals or foreign agents or the anonymous little intelligence 
stringers that every network used but who were not as anonymous as 
they thought they were. Nick knew it all so well. He had a lot in 
common with the Red Chinese spymaster, whoever he or she was. 
That was why Nick was such a dangerous opponent. 

Nick saw them below him streaming through the arrivals gate and 
fanning out toward the customs area. He was getting to know them. 
Pecos was gesticulating widely and finishing some story over his 
shoulder to the dignified red-haired man Kirby Fairbanks, whose life 
was so quiet and who was enraptured listening to tales of the America 
that had long since vanished. Li Valery came stalking disdainfully 
through customs, remote and beautiful even from a distance. 

He continued to watch. The others came through. Frank Baxter, 
known to fame as Captain Smiley. His wife, as grim and sober as he 
was alcoholic and jovial. Big Jack Johnson. Nick had watched him 
announce the Rose Bowl Game the previous year. All Nick knew about 
him was the fact that he drank a lot and lived within himself. Tracy 
Vanderlake came through the gate. Her face was drawn from a 
sleepless night and she was looking around as if she hoped Nick would 
step out from the men’s room and reassure her that she hadn’t really 
involved herself with a man who engaged casually in knife fights in 
bedrooms and then took off laughing over the balcony with a body. 


The thought made Nick feel the pain in his hands, the rope burn that 
he had been too exhilarated, too high on danger to feel at the time, 

Nick moved inside and watched the planeload filter through 
customs and head for the buses or taxis that their income dictated as 
their conveyance into town. He would have liked to get up closer. 
From where he stood the view was partially blocked, but to come 
closer was to risk exposure. 

Meanwhile Nick did his best to keep them all under surveillance, 
an impossible task. There was an air of urgency and hurry about the 
whole group. They had finally reached Rome, where the Caesars had 
trod and where Michelangelo had lived and loved. They were anxious 
to get out of the hot dreary airport routine and walk the stones of the 
Eternal City. In less than half an hour the whole mob was out of the 
arrivals area and Nick had still found nothing. He wasn’t particularly 
disappointed. That was the way it was most of the time. 

He looked around and since no one was watching him he lifted his 
glasses to his eyes and made a last sweep over the arrivals area. 

The car rental girls’ fine Italian bosoms came in tight focus. Nick 
let the glasses linger a second and then moved his gaze on past an 
information desk, the incoming flight board and the currency 
conversion desk. Around the corner was a stand of baggage lockers. 
There was a man depositing a Pan World Airlines bag in a locker. His 
back was to Nick and his head was bent in front of the locker. Nick 
picked him up in his glasses just as the man slammed the door shut 
and strolled through the waiting area. Two priests walked by and 
glanced curiously at the man. with binoculars. Nick put them away 
and lounged over the railing, making a mental note of the position of 
the locker. 

Why, he wondered, would anyone on this flight bring a bag to 
Rome and then leave it at an airport locker? He turned over the 
possibilities in his mind. Nothing added up. It looked like what was 
known in intelligence circles as a dubok, the old drop station, a Slavic 
word for oak tree where spies had left their information in the days of 
the Czar. 

He settled himself to wait with the stolid patience of a Comanche. 
The morning became afternoon. Several possibilities suggested 
themselves to him but he resisted the impulse to second guess his 
opponent. He just waited. By midafternoon when all Italy drowned in 
siesta he saw another man approach the locker. Nick had met this 
character before too. He was the sort of stiletto-slim, languidly 
handsome young man that you found hanging around the Via Veneto 
or dancing with wealthy American widows at an intimate little 
nightspot on Capri or, if he was lucky, hustling his way up the ranks 
at Cinecitta. His manners were exquisite if he thought you might be 


useful and heavy with scorn if he didn’t. It was not so much hypocrisy 
as the very genuine belief that if you did not have more money or 
power or connections, than he did you were less than he was, which 
the world had long since let him know was nothing when it came 
down to it. Niente less niente, or less than nothing. Something of a 
dandy but at the same time he would be very vicious and intelligent in 
a fight. He wore a tight silk suit and his rich dark hair was arranged 
with a perfection that had cost long minutes in front of the mirror. 
Sunglasses obscured most of his face. Most important, he was carrying 
a Pan World over-the-shoulder flight bag. 

Nick watched while the young man in sunglasses went up to the 
locker and opened it. Nick saw him take the first bag out and slide in 
the new one that he had been carrying. A moment later he . closed the 
door on the new one and was just another hip young Italian 
sauntering through the arrivals area, smoking an American cigarette 
and having a brief flirtation with a car rental girl. 

Nick waited no longer. His rented Ford was parked outside and he 
knew where the other car rental vehicles were, parked. He walked as 
briskly as possible to the door and sprinted for his car. He had it out 
of the parking lot and around in front of the terminal just as the 
attendant brought up a blue Renault. A moment later the slim young 
Italian with the PWA flight bag came out the door, threw the bag on 
the front seat of the Renault and drove off. Nick eased into position 
close enough not to lose sight of his man but far enough off not to 
arouse suspicion. 

Nick fought the temptation to ease up alongside the driver ahead 
of him and force him over. He was itching to see the contents of the 
blue airlines bag. So were Hawk and a great many other men in 
Washington. It was so close now Nick could taste victory. One forced 
play on this empty Roman road might break the whole system wide 
open, put American Far Eastern intelligence operations back on 
balance. Might. That was the key word. If Nick pulled anything 
heavyhanded now he might make an interesting intelligence haul but 
it wouldn’t necessarily lead him to the rest of the system. Nick eased 
up on the gas and kept the blue Renault just in sight. Better to find out 
to whom he was taking it; Nick could pick up the bag later. 

A few more miles told Nick that they weren’t on their way to 
Rome. They were heading southwest toward Ostia, the road straight as 
an arrow in front of them. The blue car, half a mile ahead, was 
moving steadily at a reasonable speed, but Nick didn’t like the 
situation. The man in the silk suit and sunglasses couldn’t help but 
notice Nick’s Ford, if only because there were no other cars on the 
road. 

They were approaching the sea now; Nick could smell the salt 


through the sweet dry odor of the roadside pines. Nick edged up a 
little closer on the blue Renault. Damn the Twelve Caesars and these 
flat straight roads that were so fine for moving troops quickly and so 
lousy for keeping a tail. Finally the road bent and Nick lost sight of 
the Renault. At this point a second road joined the main highway and 
the Renault took it. Nick had no choice but to follow brazenly. As he 
eased through the turn he saw the Renault pick up speed. A minute 
later he was sure. The Renault was frightened, moving out at top 
speed. Nick cursed tiredly. If the driver of the Renault was a local boy 
he could lose Nick on the back roads in no time flat 

They came out onto the coast road winding past low cliffs and 
dunes that overlooked a dead-calm Mediterranean. The Blue Renault 
darted like a bug along the serpentine turns. Then, rolling ahead of 
him, the Renault flashed through a village, scattering animals and 
black-clad old ladies, and barreled onward. The black-clad ladies 
shaking their fists at the speeding vehicles swarmed onto the narrow 
street and slowed Nick down. Outside the village Nick picked up 
speed, counting heavily on the extra horsepower of the Ford to 
overtake the Renault. Even having to manhandle the big Ford around 
these twisting cliff roads, Nick was a better driver than the man ahead 
of him and he was gaining steadily. The driver of the Renault knew it 
too and began to take chances. The rear end of the Renault fishtailed 
wildly as the blue car went into a sharp turn too fast. The driver had 
to brake way down to keep himself on the road and lost ground. Nick 
hung on grimly, calculated the likely drift of the Ford and heavyfooted 
into the corner, found his line and was accelerating out and picking 
up speed. He came roaring up oh the Renault. 

The Renault saw him coming, saw the end of the chase looming 
large in his rear-view mirror, and panicked. He shot into the next 
sharp curve like a slot car on a track, but Nick, fighting his own car 
and picking his line through the curve, saw no brake lights ahead of 
him and knew the ball game was over. 

A Grand Prix driver couldn’t get through that turn without using 
his brakes. Nick was decelerating himself as he drifted through the 
turn and saw the Renault, already in flames, tumbling end over end 
across the broken ground. 

Nick stopped the Ford and shot backward with a screech of tires. 
The man driving the Renault was somehow out the door and running 
up the rocky hillside as flames licked at the underside of the Renault. 
Nick sprinted after him, feeling on his face the rising heat of the car 
cooking away in the blazing Mediterranean afternoon; The man in the 
silk suit was a good distance up the hill that had saved his life by 
breaking the speed of the hurtling Renault. 

The heat of the flames, which was rapidly turning the Renault into 


a red-orange inferno, forced Nick to detour and let the man ahead of 
him gain ground. The man was at the top of the ridge line. He turned 
and gestured at Nick. At least that was what it looked like at first to 
Nick, climbing the hill with his eyes blinded by smoke and seared by 
flames and slipping in his city shoes on the rocky footing. Then a 
bullet kicked up gravel in front of him. In an instant Nick was flat on 
his stomach chewing mouthfuls of Roman soil, and Wilhelmina, the 
custom-built Luger, was in his hand barking authoritatively. 

Silk Suit concealed himself behind a rock, also flat on his belly, 
and fired steadily down the hill at Nick. Nick rolled for his life, 
looking for cover, and the fine of bullets danced playfully after him. 
Finally safe behind a rock, Nick looked the situation over. 

Normally the young Italian at the top of the hill wouldn’t have had 
a chance. Nick would have waited him out, playing cat and mouse, 
but the situation was forcing Nick’s hand. Sooner or later someone 
would discover the burning Renault. Then there would be polizia to 
deal with who would be more than slightly interested in the 
American-style gun duel taking place on the escarpment. Nick didn’t 
have time to let the blue flight bag fall into the hands of the local 
police. 

No, it was time to move out. Nick aimed carefully, bracing his arm 
on the sun-heated rock in front of him, and squeezed off three rounds 
so close together that they sounded as one. He saw the bullets knock 
chips off the rock six inches from Silk Suit’s face; then he took off, 
running low and fast to the next rock up the hill. Silk Suit’s gun spoke. 
Nick heard the bullets whack into the ground several yards away. By 
the time Silk Suit realized that he was shooting high, Nick was safely 
behind his new rock. Instead of waiting to draw his breath, Nick kept 
the pressure on. Before the man above him could have expected him 
to move, Nick was out in the open and racing up the hill in his low 
zigzag assault pattern. While he was running Silk Suit stood up to take 
a pot shot and Nick stopped dead in his tracks, presenting a perfect 
target. Silk Suit’s gun came up swiftly to take advantage of this 
apparent insanity on the part of the Americano and Nick nearly blew 
his head off then and there. Only the Italian’s quickness to realize his 
danger saved him and Nick gained forty paces while he was 
recovering from his fright. 

Behind his rock Nick wiped the sweat out of his eyes and jammed 
a fresh clip in the Luger. The barrel was hot. Everything was hot in 
this pastoral landscape broiling under the naked sun. Below on the 
road a thin cloud of black smoke hung straight up in the air from the 
burning Renault. It was incredible good luck that the police hadn’t 
come upon the car by now. Fortunately it was siesta time. 

“Ecco,” Nick called out hoarsely. “It is a foolishness that we fight. I 


pay well.” What the hell was the Italian word for “deal”? 

The answer floated back to him in taunting perfect English. Its 
substance was a coarsely phrased suggestion that is heard a lot but 
would change the course of history if it were not biologically 
impossible. “Grazie” Nick laughed. 

“Prego,” the answer drifted back. 

“We deal or I’m coming in to get it. Take your choice,” Nick yelled, 
forcing his Italian to the utmost. 

“Subito,” the man behind the rock twenty yards away yelled. “I 
wish to go home and have lunch.” 

“All right, pal, go ahead and make things difficult,” Nick muttered 
bitterly to himself. This last twenty yards would be a lot harder than 
all the rest of the trip put together. The range was too close for the 
young hood to miss. Nick contemplated using the gas bomb—Pierre. It 
was odorless, colorless and lethal inside of a minute. On this windless 
day it would even be usable outdoors but it was unlikely that it would 
he where it fell on this rocky slope. He would need a dozen Pierres to 
have any hope of killing this young Italian hood. No, in the end, Nick 
realized, it would have to be guns, and it was up to him to take the 
initiative. Time was all on the side of the man in the silk suit who 
waited for him twenty yards away behind a big rock. 

Nick took a look at the empty space and liked the idea even less. 
Not a stick of cover. Twenty yards through the baking valley of death. 
“Think well of me, Hawk,” Nick whispered grimly. “I died with my 
hand-lasted Italian boots on.” 

First he stuck his head over the top of the rock for a split second to 
draw fire. Very well. Silk Suit was shooting from a position flat on his 
stomach just to the right side of the rocks. Nick dodged to the left, 
snapped off a shot at Silk Suit to keep his head down. A bullet from 
Silk Suit’s gun ripped through his trouser leg. Then his powerful legs 
were digging up the hillside in high ground-covering strides and the 
rock Silk Suit was hiding behind was getting closer every second. 

Just as Nick rounded the rock Silk Suit leaped to his feet and 
sprinted for a stand of pines fifty yards to his rear. Halfway there he 
changed his mind and slid to a stop, crouching low and bringing his 
gun up fast. 

Nick hurled himself to the ground and rolled hard. He heard Silk 
Suit’s gun go off and waited for the slamming searing pain of a bullet 
exploding inside his flesh. The moment never came. Nick jumped to 
his feet in a fighter’s crouch, as did Silk Suit, and they were facing 
each other down the barrels of their pistols. It was the first time Nick 
had stopped moving since he left the shelter of his rock. Silk Suit was 
smiling his confident hustler’s leer, his dark eyes running over with 
excitement and triumph. He had Nick dead to rights, or so he thought. 


Unfortunately for him, he had seen too many American western 
movies in his day and Nick was a professional. Silk Suit shot from the 
hip without aiming, but Nick sighted along the barrel before 
squeezing the trigger of the Luger. A small red stain appeared below 
Silk Suit’s chest just left of center of his vertical line of balance. The 
force of Nick’s bullet knocked him over on his back. That part of it 
was just like the cowboy movies. He lay on his back with his knees 
flexed, staring at the sun, the way the peasants of his district always 
say leads to insanity. 

Nick straightened and took a deep breath. Then he walked over to 
where Silk Suit lay and kicked the gun out of his hand. He bent and 
removed the key to the airport locker from his jacket pocket. 

The blue flight bag lay in the shadow of the rock. Nick picked it up 
and slung it over his shoulder and walked quickly down to his car. His 
watch told him that he had been on this hillside for less than fifteen 
minutes. He could have sworn that he had been there an hour or 
more. 


Chapter 8 


EACH YEAR on her birthday the Contessa Fabiani gives a party in 
her villa not far from the ruins of Ostia. Because this birthday party is 
traditional and the Fabianis used to be important in Roman politics, it 
is attended by minor diplomatic functionaries of most of the nations 
with embassies in Rome, who appear just long enough to show the 
flag and bring with them guests whom they may owe a small favor or 
two, such as newsmen or low-grade visiting firemen. Thus it was that 
a very low-ranking official of the American Embassy was delighted 
when certain sources suggested that because of a last minute change 
in the guest list he could solve a minor problem on his hands that day 
by bringing to the contessa’s party as many people as he wanted from 
the International Studies Group, which was his problem for that day. 
He never learned and Nick only learned later that the embassy officer 
was being played for a patsy. 

Since Nick didn’t know that yet and had made a fine intelligence 
haul he was content for the time being. Why not? 

The cafes on the Via Veneto are jammed at the height of the 
season. Everyone looks beautiful and wealthy—the Roman matrons in 
chauffeur-driven Mercedes and Bentleys, the excellently tailored men, 
the pasta-fed Neopolitan girls, big-breasted, dark-eyed, with dazzling 
white teeth —today’s competition for the corn-fed American beauties 
poring over the guide books at the cafe tables—and always the slim 
young men cruising in packs or operating as solitaries, dark-eyed and 
watchful—young men in every way identical to the young man who 
now lay with his knees flexed staring at the sun of Ostia. 

Nick sat at a table by himself over his Campari and relaxed. The 
need for secrecy was a thing of the past. The contents of the blue 
flight bag had been turned over to a CIA courier from the American 
Embassy after Nick had been through it thoroughly himself. This had 
not been without its difficulties. Nick had called the embassy and 
asked for the CIA liaison officer, and when that person came on the 
line Nick had identified himself. 

“Will you be at your desk for another hour?” Nick had asked. “I 
can run right over with it. They want this stuff in Washington real 
bad.” 

The embassy man had squawked at the other end of the line, “You 
will not! You stay the hell out of here, N3. Stay right where you are. 
Better yet, go to St. Peter’s carrying a copy of the Paris Trib. You’ll be 
approached by a man wearing a checked suit and carrying a copy of 
The New York Times. Whatever you do, don’t come near the embassy. 


Do you understand?” 

Nobody loves a spy, Nick thought. “I wonder if Nathan Hale had 
the same problem?” 

The man at the other end did not laugh. 

The contents of the bag were almost as much of a puzzle to Nick as 
they would be in Washington. The bag contained towels, socks, a 
change of underwear, a couple of paperback books, a popular brand of 
shaving soap, blades and a few rolls of unopened 35mm camera film 
of 20 exposures each. It had been the film that finally turned out to be 
what he was after. The package looked brand new and unopened, but 
when he opened it he learned different. Inside the cassette, inserted in 
the socket of the spool, was a very different kind of film. Microfilm. 

Nick had examined it with the aid of a magnifying glass and a 
bright light before turning the package over to the CIA. The first 
microfilm strip was only a number. It had puzzled Nick for some time. 
This was what the young Italian, hired for a few hundred thousand 
lire, had gone down fighting to defend? Nick puzzled over it a while 
and then went on to the next film roll. 

That had been a little more revealing. It had been a request for 
information, very definite information about certain people and 
events. Full data on the new security chief at the American Embassy. 
Political analysis of. strengths and weaknesses of the local Communist 
Party, troop dispositions along the Yugoslav border. Nick had read it 
all carefully. Reading between the lines, it wasn’t difficult for a 
professional to see that these questions were being asked by Peking 
and nowhere else—both from the lands of information required and 
the phrasing of the questions. 

This was all very well, but Nick was after a paymaster, the man 
who made the worldwide empire work. What he had gone to so much 
expense and trouble to get seemed to have turned out to be nothing 
more than a routine courier’s bag. He turned his attention to the first 
microfilm, the one that had only the written number. It was too short 
to be a meaningful cipher; Nick was ready to bet on that. It was a 
damned shame that Via Veneto hippie hadn’t led him to the rest of the 
outfit. 

He lay stripped bare on the bed and concentrated. No one had told 
him it was going to be easy. Unless Hawk and his slide-rule battalion 
were all wrong, the man Nick had seen putting the bag into the locker 
at Rome Airport was a paymaster, not a courier. The bag should have 
been stuffed with yen or gold doubloons. But on the way back from 
Ostia with the key to the locker Nick had found the locker open and 
empty, a new key in the slot, and the locker ready for occupancy. 

That hadn’t surprised him much. The bag man might well have 
been watched. Or when he didn’t arrive on time, the organization, 


knowing that there was an American agent on the scene, had gone 
back to the airport and cleared out the locker of the incriminating 
evidence. So Nick was left only with the puzzle of the numbered 
microfilm. 

He stuck it up under the corner of the mirror and stared at it. What 
were numbers good for? Checking accounts? The treasury balance? A 
parlay that would win the daily double? That was out, it was too 
paranoiac. It would mean that half of Italy was helping the Chicom 
conspiracy—jockeys, trainers, race officials—it had to be something 
more sophisticated. 

In the end it was the thought of his friend Durand at the Swiss 
Bank that turned Nick’s mind toward the answer. A numbered account 
in an ever-so-discreet Swiss bank. No questions were asked about 
deposits or withdrawals as long as you knew the number. The method 
had many advantages over any other way of paying off spies. There 
was no currency to be carried around, with its attendant risks; no 
checking accounts that could be discreetly looked into by government 
authorities; and, if you were in the business of buying government 
officials, your official wouldn’t need to show a huge and 
unaccountable jump in his bank balance. He could pick it up from the 
Swiss bank at any time in the future when the heat was off. 

You discreetly reward your informants with a number. What could 
be simpler? That was why the paymaster made the trip himself instead 
of calling or writing—two notoriously insecure methods of 
communication, since the number might be intercepted. 

Now that he knew the plan all Nick had to do was find out who the 
paymaster was. If he were lucky he might catch him at the next 
airport or the one after that. Of course if he were unlucky the 
paymaster would kill him first. 

Greatly cheered, Nick went to dinner alone and afterward sat out 
on the Via Veneto where he Was almost sure to be discovered by some 
member of the party. Within fifteen minutes he was hailed by the 
stubby sunburned figure of Pecos Smith, striding bowlegged in a 
tweed suit and keeping an ancient eye fixed on the pasta-fed behinds 
that slid so smoothly under silk dresses and tight slacks. With him-was 
his friend Fairbanks and Frank Baxter—Captain Smiley—whom Nick 
could hardly think of without a grin. 

“Amigo,” Pecos said in an amiable roar, “Godalmighty ah’m glad 
to see you. We all thought you might a’ been kidnapped in one o’ 
those dens up in Paree. Yuh can’t tell what’ll happen next with all 
these furriners around.” 

It turned out that the old desert rat had been carried away by his 
memories of the good times in Paris ‘after the Armistice in ‘18 and 
had stood champagne for the bar in the Crazy Horse in Paris and later 


had gone home with two twenty-year-old blondes from the chorus. 
There had been quite a party which Pecos did not remember the end 
of and then a sad morning when he woke up to find his wallet empty 
beside him on the floor and the revelers vanished. 

“If you hate foreigners so much,” Nick asked Pecos, “why did you 
come on this trip in the first place? You’ve been unhappy about 
everything since we took off from Kennedy.” 

Pecos gave him a friendly wink. 

“Tll tell you why, son. This trip is a memorial to mah partner 
Coyote, dead and gone these twenty-five years or more. Ah never 
knew whether to believe the little runt or not, but he alius claimed to 
be the illegitimate son of Diamond Jim Brady. He had his heart set on 
making a strike bigger ‘n anything his paw ever made and tourin’ the 
capitals o’ the world puttin’ his father’s splendor to shame, so that in 
the end the old man would admit that Coyote was his rightful son and 
heir. Wal, Coyote never made that strike and ah didn’t neither. But the 
chance come along to take this trip and ah recollected all those nights 
we'd he awake with a bottle o’ red eye up in the high Sierras or in the 
sultry heat of the South American jungle and ah just up and said to 
myself... 

“That’s a touching story, Pecos,” Nick laughed. “You won’t mind if 
I don’t believe a word of it.” 

“Son, ah swear if it warn’t for old Coyote I’d be wild-cattin’ yet. 
An’ that’s what you oughta be doin’ too, son. This sellin’ bonds or 
whatever you do ain’t fit work for a husky fellow like you. Go out 
West where a man can tear a fortune from the earth with his bare 
hands... .” 

“Like you did, Pecos,” said Baxter. His tone was joshing but there 
was an unpleasant look in his eyes. 

“Wal, at least ah never made ma livin’ wearin’ funny hats and 
lettin’ sticky-fingered little tots snap mah false beard against mah 
chin,” Pecos snapped. 

“Hey, how about that beard?” Baxter mumbled. He was very 
drunk. He leaned over, reaching out for the white glory of Pecos’ 
mustache. “Le’s jus’ see if it snaps too... .” 

“Ah wouldn’t do that, friend. There’s men on Boot Hill who tried 
less than that.” 

Despite the theatricality of the statement, for one moment in the 
liquid Roman night the bronzed little old-timer in the odd tweed suit 
was no longer a charming anachronism. His voice carried authority 
and his ice-blue eyes glittered. Nick realized that in another world not 
so long ago, Pecos would have been a very good man to have on your 
side and an ugly customer to go against. 

Baxter caught the seriousness of Pecos’ voice and dropped the idea. 


“Perhaps Pecos will have better luck tonight than he did at the 
Crazy Horse,” Kirby Fairbanks put in placatingly. “As you probably 
know, we’ve all been invited to a party at the villa of the Contessa 
Fabiani. Let’s hope that Pecos’ native charm will prevail upon the 
decadent Roman women and they will let him keep his wallet for 
himself.” 

Mick looked curiously at the tall, redheaded man. He was an odd 
companion for the exuberant Pecos. For that matter the whole group 
came close to being the oddest bunch of Americans who had ever 
gathered on the Via Veneto. 

There was a stop at Michael’s Irish Pub to collect other guests, 
including Tracy Vanderlake, whose surprise and relief at seeing Nick 
in one piece was concealed by a heavily feigned sarcasm. 

“How was your day at the office, dear gruesome?” 

“Trading was light to moderate,” Nick grinned, “with a certain key 
issue advancing several points.” 

“Small arms and ammunition among the leaders, I’ll bet,” she said. 
“T suppose you know I’ve been worried sick about you.” 

“Don’t worry about the old firm—it weathers all storms,” Nick 
said, kissing her tempting cheek. “Let’s just have fun tonight.” 

“Oh, dear, who are you going to stab now?” 

“That,” he said, firmly taking her arm and leading her off into a 
corner, “was not what I meant by fun.” He leered dramatically and 
was rewarded by seeing her flush to the roots of her blonde hair. 


The contessa’s villa sat high on a hill overlooking the still 
Mediterranean a couple of miles from where Nick had run the blue 
Renault off the road. If anyone had seen him or recognized the Ford, 
Nick could have been in for trouble. But after fifteen minutes among 
the embassy types, minor European nobility, and well-connected 
tourists who filled the contessa’s garden, Nick decided that it would be 
hard to pick him out as the driver of the American car. 

Waiters bearing trays of spumante passed through a garden lit with 
Japanese lanterns. Couples danced on the board floor. Sometime later 
he heard a feminine voice say, “It’s a sad thing about the contessa’s 
nephew. But of course everybody knew he was involved in the 
rackets.” 

Nick wasn’t very interested in the contessa’s black sheep nephew 
but the next remark made him strain his ears. “Still,” a masculine 
voice replied, “it’s very gallant of her not to have canceled this party, 
with her favorite nephew rubbed out by gangsters this very afternoon 
and practically on her own beach.” 

The girl laughed. “Oh, she wouldn’t miss her birthday parties even 
if she knew she were going to be murdered herself. All the same, it is 


very sad.” The couple, moved off. Maybe the contessa wouldn’t miss 
the party, but Nick Carter damn well would. Where the hell had Tracy 
gotten to? It was time to find her and get out of here. He wanted no 
part of this family that was involved somehow in the Chinese Global 
Espionage Network. Chance had landed him right in the hornet’s nest. 
Or was it chance? He made a note to find out who had arranged for 
the International Studies Group to be invited to this bacchanal. He 
worked his way through the party and caught sight of her svelte figure 
among a group of people surrounding an old lady in a wheelchair. 
Damn, Nick thought. The contessa. Tracy called Nick before he could 
catch her eye. He had no choice but to go over. The. contessa sat in a 
wheelchair attended by a muscular nurse in evening dress. She was 
well past eighty. Her pale sunken face was offset by eyes that burned 
feverishly out of sunken sockets. The evening gown she wore on her 
flat desiccated chest was worth a small fortune, Nick noted 
automatically. It seemed odd, because he had heard that the contessa 
was not particularly well to do. These birthday parties she threw were 
her one social effort for the year and a great burden to the family. 

“Darling,” Tracy bubbled, “the contessa is telling fortunes. She says 
that soon I am to be made marvelously happy by a mysterious dark- 
haired man.” 

Nick turned to see the old woman with the burning eyes staring 
directly at him with a look so intense that Nick had the feeling she 
somehow knew that he was the man Who had shot her favorite 
nephew that afternoon, 

“Come, signore,” she barked imperiously, “yours is the only hand 
which I have not read. Give me your hand.” The cracked old voice 
made it sound as if she were asking for his head instead of his hand. 

“Scusi, signora,” Nick said, smiling, “I am in a terrible hurry. 
Perhaps another time....” The old eyes continued to regard him, 
steadily and a small smile curled the thin lips. 

“Give me your hand, dottore, and I will tell you what makes you 
hurry so earnestly.” It was a request but there seemed to be scorn 
there too. The people around the contessa stopped laughing. To refuse 
would have drawn more attention that Nick wanted. Hopefully the old 
bitch would run through her mumbo jumbo quickly and he could get 
out of there. She took his hand in her dry old claw and bent her 
burning eyes on it in silence. The silence lingered. Nick kept a fixed 
smile on his face while the old woman pretended to read bis palm. 

“Your hand speaks well for you, dottore,” the old lady said at last. 
“Tt is not the hand of the young men of today. It is the hand of a man 
of action, an intelligent, forceful man, a man of violence. But perhaps 
you don’t understand Italy or Italians. You don’t understand their 
grief, their suffering.” 


Yeah, yeah, yeah, Nick said under his breath. Spit it out, lady, I 
don’t have all night. If she was so broken up about her nephew, what 
was she . doing here passing out expensive booze to all these 
freeloaders? 

“., you hurry now,” she said, “but where? Where do we all hurry 
in this, world... .” Her voice had adopted a chanting, whiny quality. 
She was still talking when the lights went out. Girls shrieked with 
surprise. Men’s voices “what-the-helled.” Nick automatically pulled his 
hand away and was surprised to find that the old woman resisted his 
effort with amazing strength. He pulled again and this time his hand 
came free. He heard Tracy shout and then her voice was choked off. 

Strong arms enclosed his shoulders. As he struggled to get away, 
something hard caught him low on the back of the skull. The blow 
sent colored lights skyrocketing into his brain, but he had been 
moving away when it hit him and it dazed rather than stunned him. 
He let himself go limp in his captor’s arms, then suddenly exploded 
with all the strength in his battle-hardened body. The man holding 
him was taken by surprise as Nick turned from an unconscious dead 
weight into over two hundred pounds of well-conditioned fury. In a 
second he was free. 

“Marco, you fool,” he heard the contessa snap. “Fetch the others.” 

To the people at the party it would sound as if she were overseeing 
the restoration of the fights, but to Nick it was a deadly threat. A 
pistol went off with a loud report. The women began to scream in 
earnest. 

“Take me to the house, quickly,” the contessa rasped. 

Nick hit the man who had been holding him hard in the stomach. 
The man grunted. Nick followed up with two more swift, piledriving 
blows that destroyed any further resistance. The man went down and 
Nick let him have a final tranquilizer in the form, of a right cross that 
shattered bones. In a moment Nick’s eyes adjusted themselves to the 
dark. He saw the contessa being wheeled up the path toward the 
ramshackle old villa and another form, a man, carrying something 
over his shoulder; Tracy? In a moment they were all lost among the 
trees. 

Nick sprinted across the lawn after them and ran into a big man 
directly blocking his path. The big man struck first, a right hand that 
bounced off Nick’s head. Then Nick shrugged off the punch and 
slipped underneath his guard, slamming in mankilling punches with 
the deadly speed of a striking cobra. The man gasped and collapsed in 
front of him. It was big Jack Johnson, the ex-All American and sports 
announcer. 

Nick had only a moment to make note of this fact. Then he raced 
up the path to the villa. Lights went on— the villa was ablaze with 


light. Nick took the steps at a bound and found himself in the main 
hall. Somewhere above him footsteps pounded and a door slammed. 
Nick made for the stairs, gun in hand, and rushed up past dark 
canvases by Tintoretto and other old masters, black with age. Ahead 
of him on the landing he saw more high-ceilinged rooms, doors 
disappearing into doors. 

A man appeared in one of the rooms, an athletic, Stocky figure 
with a shaved bullet head and a criminal’s face. He caught sight of 
Nick rushing toward him and a revolver appeared from the waistband 
of his slacks. Then it clattered to the floor as Nick’s Luger spoke 
harshly in the dim light. The man sagged in death. Nick sprinted past 
the dead man without breaking his stride. 

Tracy was in one of the anterooms on an ancient couch, her hands 
and feet hastily bound with lengths of curtain. Nick reached her in 
two quick steps. His stiletto slashed her free of her bonds, and she 
followed him on bare feet as he went to the edge of the room to 
reconnoiter. 

“What happened, darling, or shouldn’t I ask right now? Did we 
stumble into a branch office of the Mafia?” she gasped. 

“T made a mistake,” Nick said curtly. “Right now we’re getting out 
of here.” 

Together they ran down the dimly lit pictured galleries, the 
shadows seemingly reaching out for them or luring them toward an 
ambush. At each corner there was a choice of routes. They heard the 
raised voices of their pursuers in another wing of the villa. At the end 
of the last staircase, after innumerable wrong turns, Nick and Tracy 
emerged in a courtyard. By the light of a single carriage lamp Nick 
could see cracked walls overgrown with vines and a single gate 
leading off to the darkness of a crumbling archway. The gate seemed 
to lure them on toward its menacing darkness of interlacing trees. But 
Nick was reluctant. He paused on the step. He had never liked blind 
alleys. Tracy ran ahead, her white legs flashing down the cracked 
marble steps. She was halfway across the old courtyard before she 
turned to Nick, her eyes frightened and inquiring. 

Mck heard a rustle of leaves over his head and spun on his heels, 
bringing his Luger up. His shot shattered the sultry night and a pistol 
dropped from among the vines on the cracked marble rail of the 
balcony. Immediately afterward a small man in a black suit fell like a 
sack of old clothes to smash his head .on the concrete. 

Tracy screamed and grabbed Nick. Nick had no choice now. The 
hunt was up, he’d have to chance the alley of trees. With Tracy behind 
him he plunged through the ruined gate just as he heard the clatter of 
shoes on the steps behind him. Together they ran down the hard- 
packed path while the men behind followed, egging each other on 


with shouts of bravado. Nick spun and fired toward the gate entrance 
at a figure backlighted by the carriage lamp. The silhouetted man 
spun sideways and screamed in a high, almost female voice, and they 
heard him whimpering for help all the way down the path. 

At the end of the trees they came out on a mossy pool with a 
summerhouse at its head. Nick turned Tracy by the elbow and then 
sprinted for the protection of the gazebo. Inside the house Nick 
sprawled on the floor and covered the alley of trees with the Luger. 
Beside him Tracy sat panting with her back to the heavy cement wall. 
Nick waited, hard-eyed. 

A minute later three men burst out into the clearing from the alley 
of trees. Nick opened lire at once. The Luger made a harsh shattering 
roar as Nick shot at rapid fire. Only one of the men got his gun into 
action. The first two dropped dead into the pool with loud splashes 
and sank at once. The third man’s gun winked twice in the darkness 
before Nick hit him as he ran. He took three more wildly staggering 
steps before plunging headlong into the grass to he still. 

Nick took Tracy by the hand and pulled her to her. feet. Her eyes 
were large and terrified in the darkness. 

“No, Nick,” she whispered. “I can’t ... this nightmare... .” 

“Sure you can,” he said, half brutally, half tenderly. “One more 
time, baby, and we’re home free,” 

She demurred again and Nick wasted no more time. He scooped 
her up in his arms and started along the far side of the pool, away 
from the villa. Halfway across he let her down.. 

“Okay, honey, make up your mind. I can’t carry you back to Rome. 
Are you going or staying?” 

“Oh, what the hell,” she said, with the trace of a grin, “I was just 
catching my second wind. I can keep this up all night.” 

“Good girl.” They started across the lawn. Ahead of them the 
Mediterranean was a line of deeper darkness against the night sky. A 
light appeared at the line of trees. Nick snapped off a shot but the 
range was too far. Nevertheless the fight was promptly extinguished. 
Ahead of Nick and Tracy the land dropped off abruptly; Nick saw they 
would have to head back toward the light. 

Nick could see the shadowy figures ahead of them getting larger as 
the two groups closed. To avoid them Nick and Tracy dodged among 
the remaining trees where the line of the land ran in a gentler slope 
down to the ocean. Suddenly an automatic cracked twice in the 
darkness not far away. That gun ruled out a break for it down the 
slope. Nick knew that they would be plainly visible. The gun would 
have to be dealt with first. 

“Wait here,” he whispered to Tracy. He left her among the trees 
and moved up, crawling, just below the ridge line. It was quite dark 


and this was a game that Nick was very good at. It was the contessa, 
here to oversee the battle from her wheelchair, and her man Marco. 
They weren’t far away. The contessa was a gutsy old bag, Nick 
thought. He had to hand it to her. Too bad she had gotten mixed up 
on the wrong side. 

“Marco, do you see them?” the contessa asked in her cracked old 
voice. “I thought they were among the trees a moment ago. Do you 
think they have managed to escape?” 

“No, signora, they are among the. trees. They will reappear in a 
few moments.” 

“You don’t think they managed to climb down the rocks?” 

“The man perhaps, but not the girl. I assure you that they are 
among the trees.” 

“You’d be wrong,” Nick said. He rose above the ridge line, the 
Luger in his hand. 

“Marco,” the old lady gasped. “Destroy him.” 

“Don’t be foolish,” Nick said. “We can... .” 

They didn’t give him a chance to speak. A small automatic 
appeared in the contessa’s hands and flashed twice. Nick dove 
sideways without shooting back. Then Marco was on top of him, 
stiletto in hand, and Nick’s gun hand was pinned to the ground by the 
bulky male nurse. Nick rolled hard to one side and Marco’s knife 
thrust into the earth. The oid lady shouted in Italian somewhere in the 
dark as Nick’s free hand drove a backhanded karate chop into the 
bridge of Marco’s nose, Kick felt blood spurt from the man’s face but 
the iron grip never relaxed. Marco’s knee slammed heavily against 
Nick’s ribs, knocking the breath out of his lungs. Painfully Nick gasped 
for breath, rolling around in the dew-damp grass trying to keep the 
Italian’s stiletto from sliding between his ribs. The male nurse’s breath 
was hot in his face and his blood wet both of them indiscriminately. 
Then Nick managed to break the man’s hold on him and his free hand 
was battering the man’s face with sledgehammer blows that would 
have broken the grip of a python. 

Marco, coughing through his blood and cursing in Sicilian, made 
one last attempt to plunge the stiletto into Nick. His arm was upraised, 
the cold blade poised, and then Nick’s free hand had its own stiletto 
out and with the speed of a cat he slid it between the man’s ribs. 
Quickly Nick kicked the heavy body to one side and clambered to his 
feet. 

“Marco,” the old woman grated in the darkness. “Is that you, 
Marco?” 

“Si signora,” Nick mumbled. He hadn’t forgotten the little stinger 
she had in her hand. Suddenly he lashed out in the darkness and 
whipped the wheelchair around as her little gun spewed lead from 


inside the folds of her blanket. 

“Mio Dio,” the old woman rasped. She fought to turn in her chair 
but Was unable to get around. Nick took several running steps on the 
smooth lawn, pushing the chair to get up speed, and then let it go. 
The deadly old woman in the wheelchair went bouncing away 
following the slope of the lawn until the chair pitched over on its side 
well down the slope. He heard her calling lustily for the servants.’ 

Nick grinned. “That ought to fix the old bitch for a while,” he said, 
“and give us time to get out of this Borgia hole.” 

“Do you think you killed her?” Tracy asked a moment later. 

“Not a chance,” Nick said. “She’s too ornery and mean to die, but 
she won’t get a chase going after us for a while, either. You don’t 
happen to know the way back to Rome, do you?” 

Tracy shook her head. There was always the beach which would 
take them to a main. road. 

Several hours later the morning sun, tinting the Mediterranean 
pink, brought a soft summer wind that stirred the grass around the 
ruins of an old aqueduct. It awakened one of two sleepers, a long, 
hard-muscled man who gallantly laid his jacket over the body of the 
pretty nude young woman who nestled in the crook of his arm. The 
wind that stirred the grass even in this protected shelter woke the 
young woman, who came awake with the speed of the very young and 
healthy but did not try to pull the jacket any closer around her long 
white limbs. Instead she smiled and pushed it aside and snuggled 
closer to the man. 

“Ecco, cara mia, andiamo, let’s go. We have a plane to catch.” 

The girl pouted. 

“Right now? I mean, this minute?” 

It was a very deserted old aqueduct and they didn’t leave for 
another half hour or more. 


Chapter 9 


THEY HAD BEEN in Athens and Cairo. Either the Chicoms had 
nothing doing in North Africa or they were revising their plans, 
because for all Nick’s playing hide and seek at airport lockers, there 
were no more blue bags to be found with their hidden caches of 
microfilm. Looking for the blue bags on the plane was a waste of time. 
There were about a hundred and fifty of them aboard the plane and 
only one held what Nick wanted. He had even been prepared to 
burgle the hotel rooms of some of his favorite people to see what they 
had in their bags but the trouble was that the ubiquitous blue bags 
were such convenient carryalls that their owners usually took them 
with them, when they went out, to hold sunglasses, guidebooks and 
film. 

Nick had been forced to spend his afternoons in the glacially air- 
conditioned room of Tracy Vanderlake. This was not unpleasant duty 
by any means. Tracy was a lot of fun, apparently a frustrated nudist, 
and the afternoons and evenings went by pleasantly enough, but Nick 
was getting anxious to show Washington results. 

Now he sat crammed into a Land Rover that bucked and snarled its 
way across country with seven people plus their gear. Ahead of them 
were two more Land Rovers and behind them two more. They were 
after lions today—with cameras, of course. The superannuated guide 
with the boozy eyes in the lead Rover had guaranteed at least a sight 
of the beasts. 

Nick half dozed. Pecos was spinning his usual yarns to his usual 
listener, Kirby Fairbanks. The redhead-had actually gone out and 
bought a portable tape recorder to preserve Pecos’ yarns for posterity. 
Tracy, sexy and fetching in bush jacket and shorts, dozed on Nick’s 
shoulder after last night’s exertions. Nick studied her delectable thigh 
idly and let his thoughts ramble. He had had one short talk with 
Hawk. Hawk thanked him for the microfilm package. The gist of his 
message was that yes it was very brave and clever of Nick to find out 
how the enemy was doing what everybody knew they were doing, but 
what he’d been sent to do was to stop them from doing it. When did 
Nick think he might get around to that? All Nick could say was, soon, 
sir. Hawk also remarked that Nick was leaving something of a mess 
along his backtrail. Yes, Nick was afraid he was. Just before breaking 
the connection Hawk had softened. 

“Don’t mean to snap at you, son, but the Chicoms apparently got 
word of a new nuclear sub treaty with Japan that was absolutely 
hush-hush and managed to get the Japanese Communists all worked 


up so now maybe there'll be no treaty and some of our friends over at 
the Pentagon want to know just how the hell Peking learned all these 
details and what the hell’s going on over here and is there maybe an 
espionage gap? Like I said, it’s been a long hot summer everywhere. 
Write if you get work.” 

Nick had smiled wryly. Hawk knew how to handle people. Get you 
angry enough to tell him to send out another agent if he thought you 
were fouling up and at the last minute he’s telling you his troubles and 
you’re all steamed up to get the hell off the phone and get out there 
and do or die for good old AXE and Mr. Hawk. 

“Have you ever seen anything like this in your travels, Pecos?” 
Fairbanks said, indicating the veldt with a wave of his hand. 

“Lot like Montana in summer,” Pecos grunted. He too was dozing. 
He regained interest in their surroundings when the column of Land 
Rovers was forced to halt at a bend in the road where a large and 
pugnacious-looking buffalo stood in the center of the thoroughfare. 
There was a conference among the guides and beaters. The beaters 
were not especially anxious to beat and since it was a camera party 
the guides didn’t have a license to shoot except in self-defense. 
Honking of horns and firing into the air activated nothing; it looked as 
if they would all be delayed until the buffalo chose to move. That was 
all right with Nick. He was prepared to doze and let the buffalo stay 
there until Christmas or Ramadan or whatever holiday buffalo 
recognized. Not so Pecos. In a flash the little old-timer was out of the 
Rover and advancing on the beast. 

“Show y’all how we do it down home. Ain’cha ever seen the way 
we whoosh a steer?” 

“Maybe this buffalo isn’t a steer,” Tracy called after him. 

“Don’t you worry, peaches, jes’ keep your eye on Pap-py.” 

While the guides and beaters stood irresolute the little old man 
walked up to the beast and stared it straight in the eye. The buffalo 
snorted doubtfully. Suddenly the old man jumped np and down and 
screamed at it, “Whoosh, whoosh.” A moment later the matter wasn’t 
so funny. The buffalo didn’t dig Pecos’ act. It snorted, kicked up a 
little dirt and charged straight forward. Pecos lit out in one direction, 
the guides and the bearers took off in another direction. The buffalo 
went for the first Rover, crashed it broadside, turned it over and, after 
surveying his handiwork with mild interest, loped off into the veldt. 

Screams and outcries were heard from the people in the disabled 
Land Rover. Nick joined the crew helping to right it. One of the doors 
had sprung open and one of the blue Pan World Airlines flight bags 
had fallen out onto the ground. When the Rover was righted Nick kept 
hold of the bag. It had been open and a surreptitious glance at its 
contents revealed boxes of unopened film and much the same trivia 


that the bag at Rome Airport had contained. That in itself wasn’t very 
revealing; any number of men might have flight bags filled with 
towels, paperback books and film. But on a safari? There would be no 
light to read the paperbacks by, the towels would be unnecessary 
because at night they’d be back at a camp with plenty of towels, and 
there was too much film here for anyone to use in a day’s shooting. 

Nick checked the lead Land Rover. It held the guide, Frank Baxter 
and wife and Big Jack Johnson, plus gear from one of the other cars. 
Which one of them, if any, was the Chicom paymaster, the man whose 
tentacles spread round the globe, who could whistle up half a dozen 
killers in any city in the world? It didn’t seem likely, but you never 
could tell. Deadly nightshade wasn’t that different from huckleberries. 

Nick held his peace for the next two hours while the Rover left the 
road, bounced cross. country, forded sluggish, streams and finally 
pulled up beneath a knoll where camp chairs had already been set up. 

When the group was out of the Rovers, the guide, after talking 
with one of his scouts, came back carrying his heavy Mannlicher rifle 
and announced that a pride of lions had been spotted just upwind over 
the knoll. If the party would move quietly up to the top of the knoll, 
they could take pictures of the animals with telescopic lenses. Since 
the beasts had just fed there was little danger if the party did not get 
too close. In any case, he and his assistant would be standing by with 
rifles if any of the lions did get nervous. 

Nick, lingering behind, watched the group trail off to the top of the 
ridge. When they seemed safely away he sat in the Land Rover and 
went through the contents of the blue bag. Whoever owned the bag 
would know that the film had been opened but it was too late to 
worry about that. If he wasn’t guilty he would never know who 
opened the film; it would remain one of life’s little mysteries. 

But the owner of the blue bag was guilty, all right! There was the 
strip of microfilm and the request for information pertaining to East 
Africa. 

Nick was reading quietly to himself when he heard a footstep 
beside him and looked up, dropping the film back into the bag. The 
old guide was looking at him from under the bush hat through eyes 
that might once have been clear and alert but were now dulled by 
years of cheap Nairobi whiskey. 

“Don’t want to be straggling when there are lions about, y’know,” 
the guide said curtly. “Not in my party, anyway. Lion is a tricky 
animal.” 

Nick nodded. “Just checking my fight meter. Been acting up 
recently.” He had to play the part of the interested tourist, although 
he had little enough desire to take pictures of the lions. 

The guard nodded distrustfully and walked with Nick back to the 


rest of the group at the top of the ridge. 

The lions were closer than Nick had expected, no more than a 
hundred yards down the ridge, saturnine yellow forms against the 
lighter yellow of the bush. Here and there one of the beasts, lazy and 
satiated after its meal, stood silhouetted against the blue sky. 

“The lion won’t come too close,” the guide was saying to the group 
at large. “Don’t get windy if one of the beasts wanders over to have a 
look at us. He won’t come up close. He doesn’t like us any more than 
we like him.” Nervous chuckling among the audience. “If one does by 
any chance come up a little too close,” the guide went on, “you have 
no. cause for alarm. Myself and the boys are armed and if the beast 
cuts up rough, there’ll be nothing sporting about it. We’ll cut him 
down, first crack.” 

He said something in Swahili to the gun bearers who nodded 
gravely. The guides’ assistants took up protective positions with their 
heavy sporting rifles. Nick leaned against an umbrellalike acacia tree 
and felt mildly sorry for the guide. He had obviously been a good man 
once, but was reduced now to offering the mysteries of his calling to 
giggling female tourists who called the lion “simba” and made jokes 
about its harem. 

Well, it was a tough world. Nick smiled and reflected, not very 
profoundly: not many of us leave it alive. 

The tourists had their cameras going now and the guides stood 
around looking bored. Reluctantly Nick moved up the line and 
prepared to snap the few pictures required of him in order not to draw 
attention to himself. 

The guide stood puffing on his cigarette and looking as if he 
wanted a drink. 

“Oh, look,” Tracy said gleefully, “at that big fellow over there. I 
think he’s coming this way.” 

Nick looked. She was right. One of the bigger lions had detached 
himself from the pride and was wandering curiously toward the 
group, his noble head high and an inquisitive expression on his face. 
Half the tourists fell back nervously while the guide smiled 
reassuringly and patted the Mannlicher. 

The lion continued to advance until it was thirty-five or forty yards 
away. It sniffed the wind, coughed and attempted to make out the 
hazy motionless forms on the ridge. Even to Nick the lion looked big 
as hell at that range. 

“No danger, ladies and gentlemen,” the guide repeated. “He isn’t 
out for trouble. Take your pictures now. He doesn’t often come in this 
close. Antisocial, y’know.” More nervous laughter, as cameras clicked. 

All was quiet as the lion stood and stared. Suddenly Nick saw the 
great beast flinch. A second later its great jaws were gaping wide in a 


howl of pain. It gathered its hind quarters and charged directly at the 
group on the ridge. The tourists stood terror stricken, then broke. The 
lion ate up great chunks of ground with each bound, filling the quiet 
veldt with roars of pain and rage. It was three bounds away from Nick 
and Tracy, who stood at the front of the group closest, to the animals, 
when the guides got their artillery into action. A bullet whacked the 
dust between Nick and the lion, which was rapidly closing the gap. 
Nick heard two more of the Mannlichers roar in unison and still the 
lion kept coming. 

Another bullet kicked up dirt, even closer to Nick than the first. 
Nick spun in the direction of the guide. It was one thing for the 
sodden old has-been to fall back on guiding camera safaris. It was 
another not to be able to protect his clients from accidents. 

The damned guide was shooting at him! Of that much Nick was 
sure. After that everything happened too quickly for him to follow. He 
threw himself flat on the ground. The lion was right there with them 
now. Nick heard Tracy scream, her voice added to the pandemonium 
of the rest of the screaming, running group. The lion passed Nick at a 
dead run and suddenly toppled over dead several yards past the ridge 
as one of the Mannlichers finally got a shot home. 

And Tracy was sprawled in the grass, a great crimson stain 
spreading across the light-colored cloth of her bush jacket. 

The guide was shaking like a leaf, almost unable to speak as he 
approached her body. The tourists, slowly returning to examine the 
dead lion, still unaware of the fatal accident, were making nervous 
jokes as their courage returned. 

Nick stood over the body, his eyes blazing with a fury that he was 
hardly able to contain. Tracy was dead. The same kind of slug that 
had brought down the charging, infuriated lion had smashed through 
her breast and torn most of her back away. Slowly Nick forced his 
rage back inside. 

“T was leading the lion,” the guide trembled, “he was picking up 
speed. My eyesight isn’t so good nowadays.” 

The guide was mumbling almost incoherently. Nick stared at him 
quietly. What he had to say to the guide would wait. For a few 
minutes he stood amid the confusion, smoking quietly and pondering 
the situation. The bearers were sent for a Utter and something to 
cover the body. The guides’ assistants herded the tourists, now silent 
and shaken, back to the Land Rovers. Nick moved with them, trying to 
piece his thoughts together. 

Murder? The whole affair had seemed awfully coincidental for a 
planned murder. An aging, over-the-hill white hunter, who had lost 
his confidence. The animal charges quite out of all likelihood and the 
guide, seeing his career going down in ruins, panics and takes a risky 


shot that he would have pulled off easily twenty years ago and hits 
one of his clients instead. It would be difficult to call that murder, and 
yet.... 

Nick sat silently as the Rovers made their way back to the main 
camp a short day’s drive from Nairobi. Try a little deduction, Carter. 
Work backward from the premise that the guide had intended to 
murder Nick but hit Tracy instead. It would have been an unusual 
thought for another man, but for Nick Carter, with the way this case 
was progressing, it was by no means that unlikely. The coincidence of 
the lion’s charging and giving the guide an opportunity to shoot near 
the group was too great. Perhaps the plan had been for a different 
kind of accident and the guide had merely taken advantage of the 
circumstances. 

Nick shook his head. There was one other thing. He remembered 
seeing the lion staring back at the photographers as peacefully as a 
household cat. A moment later it jumped as if someone had slipped a 
bayonet up its tail, then went straight for Tracy. 

Nick took his time and thought some more. That night the guide 
appeared briefly at the table, considerably the better for a few hours 
with the bottle, and immediately after supper disappeared back inside 
his tent. Nick watched him carefully and kept on thinking. After dark, 
Nick disappeared in the direction of the latrine, A moment later he 
slipped off the trail and doubled back toward the tents. 

Tracy lay in a tent by herself, a form of billeting she would never 
have stood for alive. That was the trouble, Nick reflected as he 
stepped inside. They had not been terribly discreet about their 
relationship. A great many people on the trip could have guessed that 
where Tracy was Nick would be too, and she was up front. He moved 
inside. The body of the girl who had short hours ago been ready to try 
anything at least once, and raise a little hell in a bed or a bar, lay 
immobile under a heavy ground cloth, the only material available. 
Nick did not disturb the covering. Tracy was dead now, that was all 
there was to that. Nothing could be done about it and Nick had no 
inclination to peer romantically at the corpse of his late love. He was 
looking for something else. 

Silently, concealing the beam of his flashlight, he went through the 
dead girl’s effects. They weren’t many. Everyone traveled light on 
safari, even a half-baked safari like this one. 

Her camera was in one of the ubiquitous blue flight bags. Nick 
took it out and opened it up. In the thin beam of his flashlight the 
spring mechanism stood out as clearly as the solution of a problem in 
algebra. Lesson in murder. Bring victim close to healthy lion. 
Substitute one lethal camera-spring gun working on shutter release for 
victim’s normal camera—same make. Encourage victim to take picture 


of lion from short distance. Lion receives high velocity pellet possibly 
treated to inflict pain. Guaranteed: one charging lion. 

Nick slipped the camera under his shirt and returned to his tent. 
He also borrowed the redhead’s tape recorder for a while. The lights 
went out early that night. The drinkers were drunk earlier than usual 
and the rest of the party was shocked and depressed. Nick allowed the 
camp a long time to go to sleep. Then, slipping his stiletto into the 
waistband of his belt, he moved softly out once more into the 
darkness. 

The rest was so easy as to be almost disappointing. The guide, 
alone in his tent, was wakened from a sodden slumber by a pricking 
sensation at his throat and a heavy hand shaking him steadily. His 
eyes opened once and then, widened in terror. He had no need to ask 
who the brutal-voiced man in the shadows was. He knew. 

The man said, “We’re going to take a little walk in the bush 
tonight. Whether you come back in one piece or in ribbons depends 
on you.” 

The guide was not cut out to be a murderer. He felt something 
perhaps akin to relief as he moved out under the low clear stars 
toward the bush. The worst was over now, or that was the impression 
he gave. They stopped in a grove of acacia trees and Nick said one 
other word that cracked like a bullwhip in the soft night. 

“Talk.” 

The guide was too wrought up and scared to hear the click as the 
man touched a button and the reel of tape began. 

“Five thousand pounds. Do you understand what five thousand 
pounds means these days?” the guide mumbled. His voice was so thick 
from alcohol that the grim-faced man in the dark could barely make 
out the words. 

“Who was it?” the man with the knife whispered. The knife made a 
deeper incision in the guide’s jowled throat. “Show me the man.” 

But the guide couldn’t point the man out even in fear of his life, 
even with the blade against his windpipe, and Nick wasn’t particularly 
careful to see that it didn’t penetrate the windpipe. The guide swore 
that the man who had paid him to shoot the tall American named 
Campbell was not in the group. Nick tended to believe him. It would 
be uncharacteristically clumsy of the paymaster to be the actual 
contact. No, he would have to be some anonymous little guy who was 
flown in for that job. That’s why Nick had had a breathing space in 
Cairo and Athens. 

When the guide had told everything that he could possibly 
remember, Nick groped in his mind for security reasons that would 
force him to kill the old wreck here and now. To his regret, none came 
to mind. He let the guide return to his tent alive. 


The next day Nick posted the fixed camera and a tape of the 
guide’s confession to the Nairobi police. They would take care of the 
guide who had been prepared to kill for hire. 

The real murderer was Nick’s job. 


Chapter 10 


NICK DECODED the cable and read: “State Department advises 
that the Republic of Najed is theoretically pro-Western but 
nonaligned. All U.S. Government officials strongly urged to avoid 
friction that might provide ammunition for anti-Western elements. All 
operations are to be cleared through State and other officials. Proceed 
with caution. End statement. This means you, N3.” 

Nick stared out at the desert from the icy cool interior of the air- 
conditioned Cadillac limousine that was speeding them toward the 
Oriental hospitality of Sheik Ibn Ben Auda. Beside him Pecos also 
gazed out at the desert and breathed a lungful of the icy air. 

“Old Coyote would be alive today if air conditioning had been 
invented in 1885.” 

Nick stared at the desert, the result of Najed’s advance into the 
twentieth century—a tangle of oil pipelines that ran beside the roads, 
derricks that stood out like skeletons against the blazing desert sky 
and storage tanks that made the republic on the Persian Gulf more 
closely resemble Tulsa, Oklahoma, than anything Arabic. Since the 
annual income in Najed was $35,000,000, the heavy equipment was 
there to stay. And if Najed was not the oasis in paradise that the 
prophet dreamed of, the Americans didn’t have to worry because the 
group was scheduled to stay at the air-conditioned splendor of Sheik 
Ibn Ben Auda’s palace. This last fact gave Nick food for thought. It had 
just occurred to him that if Tracy and. Li Valery had been clean, then 
Ibn Ben Auda was the only person who could have tipped off the mod 
gang that Nick would be at the Thames pub that night. Nick had a 
strong premonition of trouble. 

“Pecos, old buddy,” he said reflectively, “I’m in some deep water I 
can’t tell you about right now.” 

The little old-timer glanced out the window at the barren 
wasteland through which the string of limousines was passing and 
laughed, “Ha, ha, ha. Deejp water. That’s a good one; son.” 

“No, I mean it,” Nick said.. Unless the car was bugged, the glass 
partition would keep the driver from overhearing. “I may want to get 
out of that Ben Auda’s palace real quick. And if there’s one man in the 
world I’d want on my side in this big empty place, it’s Pecos Smith.” 

“That’s mighty nice of yew to say,” the amiable Pecos said. “Alius 
glad to help out a friend. What had yew in mind?” 

Nick didn’t tell Pecos his complete line of reasoning: that the 
Chinese agents were all over the Middle East, that if Ben Auda were in 
with the Chinese Reds rather than following the High Sheik’s pro- 


Western sentiments, there was no more foolproof way to get the blue 
flight bag to its destination than to see that all the blue flight bags 
went out to his palace. That being the case, the palace was an air- 
conditioned death trap for Nick Carter. 

Nick and Pecos conferred for a few minutes and then suddenly 
Pecos doubled up and let out a howl that even the driver could hear 
through the plate glass dividing window. 

“Ooooh, mah stomach,” Pecos moaned so piteously and 
continuously that it would have moved even Nick’s icy heart if he 
hadn’t known the little Westerner’s complaint was imaginary. “It’s 
comin’ back like it allus, does in the desert. The backwater fever ah 
picked up in the Amazon ... gotta get . back to the hotel ... mah pills 
... somebody make the driver turn around.” 

Obligingly Nick shd the glass back. 

“One of our passengers seems to be taken ill,” Nick said. “He insists 
on being driven back to his hotel where he has special medicines.” 

The driver looked doubtful. He had been ordered to drive the 
infidels to the palace and from the worried look on his face it was 
clear that initiative was not encouraged among Ben Auda’s men. Pecos 
encouraged him with another long howl, more terrifying than the 
first, and added a couple of whoosh, whooshes out of creative 
zealousness. 

“It is clear that our guest’ will die. without his” pills,” Nick said 
sternly. “If Sheik Ibn Ben Auda’s hospitality is so lax as to permit a 
guest to die, let me out now so that I may walk’to the American 
Consulate and call up the Sixth Fleet.” The driver didn’t understand 
one word in five but Nick’s. tone was authoritative. 

Reluctantly he pulled the limousine out of line and headed back 
toward the city. Pecos moaned with enthusiasm all the way, letting 
out a bloodcurdling shriek from time to time just for the hell of it. 
They let him out in front of the hotel. A doctor was summoned but 
Pecos cantankerously refused his attentions, declaring that his pills 
were all that stood between himself and an untimely death. 

“Tll call you,” Nick whispered to the doubled-up man between 
moans. “Chances are the wires are tapped, so listen for what I mean 
rather than what I say.” 

Pecos shrieked again and winked his understanding. “I may be out 
in the desert, so rent a car and charge it to me,” Nick added. 

Hotel attendants were gathering about the. limousine with 
solicitous looks on their faces. The driver of the limousine was staring 
at Nick and Pecos with what might have been either suspicion or a 
churlish but natural distrust of his fellow men. 

Pecos took a few faltering steps out of the car and suddenly turned 
to Nick. 


“Mah bags,” he said in a suspiciously normal tone of voice. 
“They’re in the. trunk , and... .” 

“Damn your bags, man, you’re supposed to be dying,” Nick 
growled. “Don’t just stand there, die a little.” 

“But mah bags....” 

“Tll buy you a store full of bags,” Nick growled. “Try to look sick.” 

Pecos nodded and doubled over with another shriek that turned 
the hotel people pale. Nick’s last look saw the little old-timer being led 
into the hotel by half the staff while he stopped from time to time to 
throw his head back in what sounded remarkably like a rebel yell. 

With the. old desert rat Pecos in reserve, Nick felt a great deal 
more comfortable in Ibn Ben Auda’s palace. He had long since given 
up any suspicion that Pecos was involved with the Communist 
paymaster. If the Chicoms had gotten to Pecos, it was likely that they 
had gotten to Hawk himself, and Nick might as well give up right then 
and there. 

On the surface Nick had little cause for alarm. Sheik Ibn Ben Auda 
treated his guests with the lavish hospitality for which Arabs are 
famed. There was a feast of many courses, with entertainment 
afterward and huge quantities of liquor for the guests—although Ben 
Auda, being a Moslem, did not drink himself. Instead he sat at the 
head of the table with Li Valery and devoted himself to keeping her 
amused. He was probably telling her that if the fashion business ever 
fell through she could get a job in his harem any time, Nick thought 
sourly. 

After dinner there were musicians and feats of magic by aged 
magicians. There were also the beautiful dancers, sultry looking girls 
from Iran with a truly remarkable command of their anatomy who. 
held the guests raptly entranced in the semidarkened hall. 

It was just the opportunity that Nick had been looking for. In the 
darkness, he got up from his seat at the rear of the great hall and 
made, his way toward the wing of. the palace where the guests were 
quartered. It was a thieves’ paradise, made to order for Nick. True to 
the traditions of Middle Eastern architecture the entrances to the 
rooms were not doors but arches. The likelihood of any of the guests’ 
property being stolen was reduced by the general knowledge that Ben 
Auda would surely find the offender and cut off his ears as a 
reminder-of the virtues of honesty. Since Ben Auda was so sure of his 
authority there were no watchmen or guards to contend with. Nick 
moved softly through the darkness toward his own room. 

There he lifted the telephone off the hook and called Pecos at the 
hotel, speaking sotto voce into the receiver. 

“Rat?” he asked softly. 


> 99 


“Speakin’,” agreed the old-timer’s drawling voice. 


“[m aimin’ to run a few mavericks tonight and mosey real quick 
like. Can you ride a little fence for me?” 

“Sure, partner.” 

“You’re a pal,” Nick said. “There may be vigilantes.” 

“Be bringin’ along an old friend o’ mine-—Sam Colt.” 

“Rat,” Nick said, “you’re a lovely man.” 

“Alius knowed that.” 

The receiver clicked. 

It was Nick’s intention to take this unparalleled opportunity to 
examine every one of the blue flight bags and anything else that 
looked interesting. It was unlikely that the Chicom paymaster would 
have been foolish-enough to leave anything incriminating in his 
personal luggage, excepting of course the blue bag, but the blue bag 
he had found in Big Jack Johnson’s possession when the Land Rover 
turned over might have been a plant. 

And if Johnson were the bagman, it didn’t seem likely that he was 
the brains of the organization. 

Nick looked around. Pecos’ bag. He might as well clear the little 
desert rat for good. Not that he thought Pecos might be in league with 
the Chicoms, but once on the job Nick had a very methodical mind. 
When he said he was going to look at every flight bag on the plane he 
meant just that—not almost every one. 

First he checked his own to be sure that it hadn’t been switched on 
him. Then he went through Pecos’ bag. It contained an old-fashioned 
straight razor, soap and a brush. Trivia. A few Western novels in 
paperback. A plastic bag of the type which usually held soiled clothes. 
Curious—Nick opened it and peered in. 

Hardened as he was, he damned near fainted. 

What he was holding in his hand—what was staring him in the 
face—was a shrunken human head with white handlebar mustaches. 

Not something plastic from a joke shop. A real human head. Pecos, 
his only ally in about five thousand miles, was right the hell out of his 
mind. Nick shoved the gruesome object back in the plastic bag. No 
wonder Pecos didn’t want his bags kicking around. 

Nick wanted to laugh but it turned into a grimace halfway 
through. Then he shrugged. He had learned long ago not to count his 
casualties too soon. Also, he still had over one hundred bags to go 
through. 

From his own bag he took an infrared pocket flashlight and glasses 
that would make the “invisible light” let him see in the dark as clear 
as day. 

It was almost too easy. Nick’s sixth sense made him wary. Several 
times he stopped work and glided toward the arched doorways to 
check the corridors. They were empty. Nick told himself that Pecos’ 


little objet d’art, his traveling companion for God’s sakes, had 
unsettled him tonight. Why was it that the best people always turned 
out to have some horrible flaw? 

Swiftly he walked from room to room, finding little but folded 
magazines and other odds and ends. He checked his watch. Ten more 
rooms to go. 

In the corridor a drapery moved. Nick’s night eyes picked it up at 
once. Quiet as an assassin he glided across the floor. The invisible 
light showed him a pair of slippered feet beneath the drapery. Quickly 
Nick reversed the butt of the Luger. 

He decided that he would dispose of the person behind the 
drapery, make a quick check of the remaining rooms and disappear as 
noiselessly as possible into the desert. 

With a flick of his wrist, Nick threw the drapery aside and caught 
the man behind it by the throat. The little man fought like an alley cat 
until the Luger descended on his head and he slumped to the floor. 

Then Nick realized he had been trapped. His invisible light now 
showed him half a dozen swarthy men armed with curved daggers and 
lengths of pipe. With the aid of the infrared beam Nick, for the 
moment, had the advantage. He could see them but they couldn’t see 
him. He used the advantage well. Among their hoarse breathing and 
scuffling footsteps in the hall, cries of pain and rage became more 
frequent and bodies thumped to the floor before his striking feet and 
hands. 

In the midst of combat he grinned. 

Nick hoped this was not what the State Department meant by 
“providing ammunition for anti-Western elements” but he was afraid 
it was the sort of thing they had been worried about. 

Nick’s enemies were small men and quick as a dozen devils. Nick 
knocked them down but they always bounced back to the fray again 
and hands like talons tore at him. No knives or guns were involved, 
which was fine with Nick. If Ibn Ben Auda wanted to keep this little 
scrap a secret, Nick wasn’t going to spoil the play by letting 
Wilhelmina bark all over the place or start one of these birds yowling 
by sticking Hugo between his ribs. Besides, it wouldn’t have been 
consistent with State Department policy. 

Something wet and clinging was suddenly thrust in his face. He 
coughed and gasped for air. The sweet, thick smell of chloroform 
assailed his senses. He kicked in the stomach the one with the rag and 
heard a satisfying grunt of pain. But apparently chloroformed rags 
were general issue around the palace. Half a dozen more were thrust 
into Nick’s face. The acrid odors seeped into his lungs no matter 
which direction he turned. Nick felt his breath getting short. 

“See, the infidel weakens, his blows lack strength.” 


It was true. Nick’s infrared glasses had been knocked off and his 
muscles felt as lethargic as if he were trying to punch under water. 
The voices around him buzzed. They soon became distorted cries of 
triumph. Nick heard them far away, too weak to really care. He knew 
he shouldn’t be letting this happen but he was too tired to do anything 
else. He sank into unconsciousness as a man sinks into quicksand. 


Chapter 11 


IT WAS A fast dissolve from one scene to another for Nick. He 
didn’t know how long he had been out. His head throbbed and he felt 
nauseated. His room was lit by a couple of candles. As his eyes got 
used to the dim light he made out a couple of big turbaned guards 
standing at ease watching him. One of them said words to a man 
outside and who should come striding in through the carpeted door a 
moment later but Ibn Ben Auda, followed by a couple of advisers. 

“To the bird bath with the infidel, master?” one of the aides asked 
eagerly. 

Ben Auda shook his head. Nick didn’t know what the bird bath was 
and he didn’t think he’d like it much. 

Ben Auda placed his long fingers together and stared over them at 
Nick. A half smile curled at the corners of his lips. Nick didn’t like the 
smile much either. Maybe he was getting hard to please. 

“We will not shoot the infidel. The High Sheik would disapprove.” 

Nick decided that the High Sheik must be an all right guy. 

He devoted his attention to his bonds, which were secure. 

“T think our guest would like something to drink,” Ben Auda said. 
“Ali, would you oblige?” One of the little men slip-slopped out of the 
room looking like one of Santa Claus’ helpers. 

“As a matter of fact,” Nick said, “I never touch the stuff when I’m 
working.” 

Ben Auda ignored this remark and bent his head over his fingers. 

Ah came back with two bottles of Canadian whiskey. 

“This should be a great little party,” Nick observed. “If you'll let 
me get at my address book I think I know a couple of broads....” 

“Tt is better this way,” Ben Auda interrupted to Ali. ”’The whiskey 
and the sun will do your work and there will be no bullets to explain 
to the High Sheik. The infidel. simply got” carried aWay by the strong 
water, as the infidel often does, and wandered too far from the 
oasis....” 

Ben Auda shrugged exquisitely. He would still be shrugging when 
the investigators came around to find out what had happened to one 
of the visiting Americans. 

“Have you marked the time?” Ben Auda asked the wizened little 
Ah. 

“Tt lacks two hours to dawn.” 

“The woman is prepared for her journey?” Ben Auda asked. 

“Verily, master.” 

Ben Auda nodded. Nick’s eyebrows shot up. The woman? He didn’t 


have time to pursue the thought. 

“Tt is written,” Ben Auda said. “You will have enough time to go 
and return. Allah is indeed great.” 

“Oh, indeedy,” Nick agreed. 

“Let the infidel drink.” 

Ah approached Nick with the open whiskey bottle in one hand, 
eying his victim with suspicion. 

“Beware, men,” little Ali said. “The infidel strikes like the 
scorpion.” 

The infidel was prepared to fight all right hut there was little he 
could do with his hands and feet tightly bound—except to keep his 
mouth firmly closed. Several kicks by the slippered feet of Ali’s men 
failed to make himopen up. 

“Ai this one is stubborn as a camel in heat.” 

The whiskey splashed on the floor as they tried to force the bottle 
into his mouth. Nick had to struggle to keep from laughing and thus 
opening his mouth. 

“Fools,” Ben Auda shouted. “The infidel makes fools of you all.” 

“Wrong,” Nick piped up. “Allah made fools of them all,” and 
clamped his jaws shut. 

In the end force prevailed. Ali held Nick’s nose with a view to 
forcing him to open his mouth through reflex action. Nick slumped in 
his bonds and Ali got worried. 

“Master, we have on our hands a dead infidel with no way of 
explaining how he died.” 

“Nonsense, he is feigning,” snarled Ben Auda and fetched Nick a 
kick in the lungs with a pointed Western-style shoe that left Nick 
gasping for air. A moment later Ali was again on top of him pouring 
whiskey down his throat in doses that would have knocked over a 
horse. 

The solitary drinking bout continued for some time. Nick passed 
out eventually, woke up, vomited and was forcefed more whiskey. The 
night became an alcoholic’s bad dream with the booze flowing down 
his raw throat and his stomach rejecting it, 

Nick had no idea when they decided that the infidel was 
sufficiently liquored. All that he knew was that when he next became 
aware of his surroundings he was hot. Sweat was pouring off him and 
his mouth was as dry as if he had attended all the New Year’s Eve 
parties since the year one. 

Slowly he looked around. Ahead of him he saw a length of golden, 
thing, a white shp and then the blue-black shock of Li Valery’s hair. 
Nick stared at her with bleary eyes. “Who had dealt her into this 
game? Then he remembered Ben Auda’s remark about a surprise. Nick 
could guess the rest. 


Why would a man wander off into the desert alone and drunk? 
Hard to believe. But with a girl... . Nick surveyed the empty wastes 
that stretched as far as the eye could see. Somewhere there would be a 
car driven well off the road. It is a well-known fact that the infidel is a 
great wooer of women.-Nick shrugged. The sun was blazing down 
with all the fury of the desert. He could die just walking in one 
direction looking for the road, and he had three hundred and sixty 
directions to choose from. A violent wave of nausea passed through 
him and he was forced to throw up. When he was through he was 
even thirstier than before. The noise awakened the girl. Her great dark 
eyes opened and she stared at him with surprise. 

“You,” she said. “I might have known.” 

“Hot enough for you?” Nick asked, grinning weakly. 

She paid no attention to him but held her head in her hands for a 
few minutes. 

“T thought I had stopped going to parties like that years ago. What 
happened?” 

Nick smiled sympathetically. “We’re supposed to die. Ben Auda 
needed a fall guy. Or a fall girl. That’s all.” 

The slim Oriental girl got to her feet and examined the burning 
horizon with one golden arm shading her face. 

“Good, that’s just what I feel like doing,” she said. “When do we 
start?” 

“T think I could get to like you,” Nick said. 

She smiled weakly. “Sorry, darling, I have to think of my career. 
You don’t know where the Number Five bus stops, do you?” she 
asked, deadpan. Then she sat down suddenly and retched violently. 
Nick gallantly turned away. 

“Why me?” she asked when it was over. “What did I ever do to 
anyone?” 

During the morning both of them had recurring fits of blackness 
and nausea. Their thirst increased. Nick’s tongue now felt like a 
gigantic towel which had been stuffed in his mouth. 

Pecos... . Nick shook off the thought. No point in expecting help 
from that quarter. To the east, he knew, lay the Persian Gulf. But how 
many days’ walk? Three hours of walking in the condition they were 
in would kill them. 

He took tune to make a brief circular sweep of the area but it was 
to no avail. Ali’s men had covered their tracks in the sand. When he 
had finished his scouting expedition Li Valery could see by the 
expression in his eyes that he had been unsuccessful. 

“Well, mon amour,” the girl asked, “what do we do now?” 

“I think we take our clothes off,” Nick said. 

“Do you really think we ought? I mean I’m no prude or anything 


but there’s a time and place for everything.” 

Nick was busy scooping out a hole in the sand. When he had 
finished piling the sand he overlapped their clothes together, forming 
a primitive lean-to that would shield them from the merciless rays of 
the desert noon. Then together, naked as jaybirds, they lay motionless 
side by side. The proximity of the luscious creature at his side was 
tempting, but Nick knew it would be death to touch her. The first law 
of survival for those without water is thou shalt not sweat, and 
already he had exerted himself more than he should in his alcohol- 
weakened state. 

They would wait until night before attempting to make their way 
out. His tone was light when he talked to the girl but Nick was 
worried. Without a compass they would only get more hopelessly lost 
and then they would wander aimlessly about until they fell from 
exhaustion and were finished off by the biting cold of the desert-night. 

Toward the middle of the afternoon they both slept fitfully. 

It was much later when Nick decided he must be dreaming or that 
the sun was getting to him after all. He was hearing voices and rich 
laughter. 

“.. Yes, folks, that’s the way it was in Tombstone.” 

Nick opened his eyes. 

There stood Pecos, tough as saddle leather and chuckling gently. In 
each hand he held two blessed canteens of water. When they had 
finished drinking and wetting their skins, Nick asked how Pecos had 
managed to spot them without any kind of signal. 

“Ah been cruisin’ up and down past the Sheik’s palace all day. 
Finally ah seen tracks at the edge of the road and said to mahself, 
Pecos, them is the fust tracks you’ve seen in this country of Ay-rabs. 
Why not have a little look-see? A glance at the map tells me these 
tracks can’t be comin’ from anything else because there ain’t an oil rig 
in sight. When I seed that the tracks had been covered up after a 
while, ah knew I was onto somethin’ mysterious. When you infants are 
ready to travel again, jes’ let me know. The car’s waitin’ maybe fifteen 
miles north northeast o’ here.” 

“Pecos,” Nick said as they slipped into their clothes, “to me you are 
a more beautiful sight than an angel, but I have one little question to 
ask you... .” 

“You been lookin’ in mah bag,” Pecos said reproachfully. “Ah kin 
tell jes’ by the sound o’ yer voice.” 

Nick nodded. 

“Ah more or less try to keep that side of mah character hid,” Pecos 
went on, “but ah’m sentimental... .” 

“That’s what you call it,” Nick said. 

“Yep. What you found in mah bag is the only earthly remains 0’ 


mah buddy Coyote.” 

“Td have recognized him anywhere,” Nick murmured. 

The party was trudging toward the road. Pecos continued his story. 

“Now ah don’t ask yew why you’re buggin’ outa the Sheik’s palace 
late at night and lying out in the desert with a woman an’ both of yew 
in the buff, do I?” 

“No,” Nick agreed. 

“Now some folks would call that mighty strange, but not me! Don’t 
yew think ah got reasons for bringin’ poor Coyote, who alius wanted 
to see the world so bad? Yuh think jit did that to mah buddy? No sir. 
One mawning ah woke up an’ found that head beside me. The Jivaros 
did that to old Coyote. Right then an’ there ah promised him that ah’d 
take him with me to see all the places we talked about them nights in 
the mountains, and by God ah done it. It’s the sort of funny vow you 
make in the wilderness an’ then you’re stuck with it. It ain’t no 
stranger than a lot of other things is goin’ on in the World,” he added 
darkly. 

Nick didn’t know whether he was referring to the goings on during 
the trip or the general chaos of mankind. 

“You don’t think I’m, er, strange, do you?” Pecos asked 
suspiciously. 

“No,” Nick grinned. “I think you’re number one, Pecos.” 

Not long afterward Nick was glad he’d said that. The three of them 
were straggling toward the road. They could see Pecos’ rented car 
pulled over to the side. 

Then a rifle cracked in the desert afternoon. 

The little desert rat clutched his chest and sank to the ground. 
Nick’s arm lashed out and caught Li Valery and they both dropped to 
the sand. Nick’s eyes scanned the shimmering roadway. 

Two Arabs in loose flowing robes were underneath the rented car. 
Ben Auda had put out patrols to make sure that Nick wouldn’t stumble 
back to the road through blind luck. And Pecos had been caught. 

Nick moved at a low crawl across the scalding sand and pulled the 
old-fashioned Colt revolver out of the waistband of Pecos’ trousers. 

Then he went after the Arabs. They were at a disadvantage under 
the car, immobile. Slowly Nick stalked them under the broiling sun. 
Their weapons cracked and cracked again as they attempted to bring 
down the big man who was coming inexorably closer, running from 
dune to dune with the speed of an antelope. 

Nick was in pistol range now. One more short dash to a low dune 
would do it. Nick came out of his crouch and sprinted. Bullets tossed 
up sand around him and then he hurled himself into position to return 
their fire. 

The Arabs had been sure that the infidel would be unarmed. Nick 


could see them conferring under the body of the car, which lent them 
no protection. Suddenly they broke, crawling madly out onto the 
roadway. 

Nick thundered the hammer of the old-fashioned Colt and it spoke 
twice. The Arabs took the bullets just as they were rising to their feet, 
trying to run. Instead they both pitched forward and fell fiat in the hot 
desert sand, where they lay still. 

Nick rose slowly and walked back to the inert body of the little 
desert rat who had come all the way from Texas to die helping a 
friend in this obscure desert beside the Persian Gulf. 


Chapter 12 


THE NIGHT was full of shadowy figures. They moved among the 
bamboo and tin buildings or hung out of dimly lit windows clicking 
their tongues and phrasing obscenities in pidgin English and French. 
In the distance was the glow of Bangkok’s red fight district which 
made a garish glare against the night sky. 

Nick moved uneasily through the darkened alleys, avoiding the 
questing phantom hands that plucked at his sleeve. A man could easily 
get killed here for the contents of his wallet. Nick was following Big 
Jack Johnson, the sports announcer. He had been dogging the ex-All- 
American’s footsteps literally from Rangoon to Man-dalay. Nick had 
gotten to know the man’s habits pretty well by now, all except the 
important one—where he made the drop. For Nick knew now that it 
was the big taciturn man who was taking the bag in. Nick had found 
the microfilm with the number of the Swiss bank account in his 
possession at Ben Auda’s palace and checked it out again with a little 
expert burglary when they landed at Bangkok. 

Johnson was too much of a drunk to be the paymaster himself, 
Nick had decided. Not a sloppy drunk, but a steady morose mail who 
puts away a bottle a day but holds it quietly, doing his job and nursing 
some unspoken sorrow. Nick didn’t want Johnson. He wanted 
Johnson’s boss. That was why Johnson was still at liberty with Nick 
lurking behind him in the shadows of every red light district east of 
Suez for two weeks. Nick was also sure that eyes were watching him, 
even as he watched Johnson, but tonight he didn’t care. Tonight he 
knew the big crew-cut man was making a trip for the paymaster and 
Nick was going to stick with him even if it meant running towels for 
him in the seediest fleshpot in Southeast Asia. 

The big man was ahead of him now, window shopping, examining 
the human merchandise. Wilhelmina, Nick’s Luger, was always close 
at hand. Soon the big crew-cut man stopped outside a bamboo 
structure whose sign read: “Madame Armour—egirls, girls, girls” in 
several languages. 

From within came the sound of a jukebox, blaring American rock 
and roll from a year past. Slim girls in tight silk dresses came and 
went in the company of sailors from many nations, all in different 
degrees of intoxication. 

The big man paused at the door as if uncertain whether to try his 
luck here or go on to another fleshpot. Nick faded back into the 
shadows. 

An Indonesian seaman, very unsteady, reeled out the door and 


collided head on with the big crew-cut American. The American 
stepped out of the way, disregarding the drunk. The Indonesian would 
not have it so. He stumbled, cursed, then seized Johnson by the lapels 
and fired a line of invective into his face. Johnson broke the 
Indonesian’s grip and attempted to move away. The seaman, feeling 
insulted, attacked him. 

Nick’s eyes narrowed. His stomach felt tense. The little Indonesian 
would have had to be insane, drunk or sober, to attack a giant of a 
man like Johnson. Nick’s quick mind detected a put-up job but there 
wasn’t a damn tiling he could do about it. 

Within seconds the brothel emptied. The little Indonesian seaman 
must have had more friends than Santa Gaus. Johnson was soon 
buried underneath a wave of violent humanity, knives glinting and 
arms flailing in the dark. 

Already sirens were mounting in the distance. Their wail grew 
louder. Then a truck appeared at the mouth of the alley and 
uniformed cops with flashlights and lead billies tumbled out of the 
vehicle and moved up the alley in battle order. The crowd dispersed 
as fast as it had assembled, except for the women, who called to each 
other from windows and jeered the cops from the doorways. 

The policemen were examining Johnson now. Nick could see their 
flashlights playing carelessly over the motionless form of the big 
American. Nick could tell from the way they handled the body that 
Johnson was dead. Presently two cops picked him up by the legs and 
arms and carried him carelessly back to the truck. The head cop went 
inside, to speak with Madame. The others stood around the alley 
smoking until he returned, then they all got back into the truck and 
drove off. Life in the quarter soon resumed its normal rhythms. 

Nick swore softly. Somewhere in the melee the blue bag had 
disappeared. Nick had been cheated of his prey as Johnson had been 
cheated of his life. 

“T never ask you where you go at night,” Li Valery said. 

“No, you don’t,” Nick said. “You’re very good.” 

“No,” the Oriental girl said, smiling softly, “you’re good to me.” 
Her gaze was warm in the dark. “Tonight I have a place I want you to 
see if you’re not going out again.” 

“T’m not,” Nick said. “Drive on, MacDuff.” 

He was bone weary. The chase with its dangers and” frustrations 
was getting to him. He relaxed as Li put the rented car in gear and 
moved off along the thin strip of macadam that led into the jungle. 
For two weeks now they had been meeting in secrecy when Nick came 
back from his night’s hunting. Nick was being a little more discreet 
about this thing with Li than he had been with Tracy. He didn’t want 
to be responsible for another friend’s death. 


After some time she stopped the car. Through the luxuriance of the 
thick jungle foliage, Nick saw the old temple bathed in the moonlight, 
its statues and reliefs an exotic mixture of Hindu and Buddhist 
cultures. Hand in hand they walked along the jungle trail toward the 
imposing gateway of the old temple. She led him to the edge of a deep 
pool that lay beneath overhanging vines. 

“Would you like to swim?” Li asked. She kneaded his powerful 
back muscles. “It might relax you.” Nick nodded. 

With a complete lack of self-consciousness, the supple girl slid her 
light silk dress over her head and stood revealed in front of him, her 
golden body straight and her tiny perfectly formed breasts high and 
proud. Her liquid eyes smiled as she kissed him lightly and then 
slipped into the water. Nick watched her go, her taut buttocks brushed 
by the length of coal black hair that fell down her slender back. 
Wearily he undressed and followed her into the tepid water of the 
jungle pool. 

They swam silently for a bit, while behind them in the jungle the 
monkeys chattered as they moved through the trees. 

“This place is very, very old,” she whispered. “It’s one of the few 
places that makes me feel young.” 

“You are young,” Nick said. Her laughter was rich and rueful. 

“Not that young.” She paddled over to him and kissed him. Nick 
watched her body, so slim and perfect, undulating under the water. 
She saw him watching her and a slow smile spread across her features. 
Wordlessly she pulled him to the edge of the pool and slipped out to 
lie dripping at the water’s edge. 

No words were needed. They had grown too close to each other 
since the day in the desert. She lay on her back in the lush grass and 
waited, her long limbs spread in easy welcome, the little mound of her 
belly rising and falling in increasing anticipation. Her smile was as 
warm and soft as the jungle night. 

Nick pulled himself out of the pool. His muscles felt relaxed and 
powerful again after the swim. Slowly he walked over to her, the 
water dripping from the muscles of his body. Li extended one cool 
hand up to him and pulled him down to her. 

For a long while their eyes met in tenderness as they made love 
slowly and deliberately. Nick saw the sleek body below him writhe 
and twist in steady, controlled passion. Soon their love-making 
became more strenuous as the two fine bodies clung to each other in 
the final struggle for release that was more like wild combat than 
love. But before that, in the beginning, they had been together in full 
understanding and sympathy. 

Later she relaxed with her head on his chest and he lay back, his 
passion spent, and marveled at the supple beauty of her body. 


“Another one was killed tonight,” he said softly. He felt her stiffen. 

“Who?” 

“Johnson.” 

She was silent for some time. Then she spoke as a woman to her 
man, talking about what was really on her mind. 

“You are not with the Treasury Department, are you?” 

“No,” Nick said. 

There was another silence. 

“T hope nothing happens to you.” 

“So do I,” Nick said. The quick slim body pressed closer against 
him. Her wet mouth sought his. For a while they fought off the fear of 
danger with their ardent bodies. Much later they drove back to 
Bangkok in silence. 

“T wonder if Baxter would be in Johnson’s place today if he had 
done it himself,” Li remarked at one point. 

“Done what?” Nick asked. 

“Delivered his bag,” the girl answered. “I heard Baxter, the one 
they call Captain Smiley, ask Johnson to deliver a bag to a friend of 
his because Baxter was going to be tied up in town. That was just as 
they were getting off the plane. I remember because Johnson seemed 
sort of grumpy and said, ‘All right, just one more time. Why don’t you 
get organized?’ or something like that.” 

Nick’s eyes gleamed in the darkness. 


Frank Baxter, his noble paunch concealed beneath a red sport coat, 
walked up the line of flagstones into the courtyard of the Buddhist 
temple. He stopped every few steps to snap a picture. 

Nick chose a more roundabout way of entering the monastery 
grounds. He walked around back and jumped the wall. Then he 
concealed himself in a grove of trees and waited. Saffron-robed monks 
strolled the grounds deep in meditation. Among them Baxter’s coat 
was as easy to spot as a distress flare at night. Nick watched as Baxter 
was joined by a bearded monk whose robes were more elaborately 
ornamented than the others. Together Baxter and the monk strolled 
the grounds, making rather broad pantomimes of guide and sightseer. 
Every step they took, however, tended to lead them further away from 
public view. Nick moved with them, keeping the pair always in sight. 

Twenty million sticky-fingered tots will be heartbroken, Nick 
reflected, when I turn Captain Smiley over to the FBI. Carter, you’d 
even put the Easter Bunny in a rabbit stew, you heel, he thought 
happily. 

Baxter and the monk made their exchange in the security of a 
house of meditation. From among the trees, Nick saw Baxter hand the 
yellow film boxes to the monk, who then secreted them among his 


robes. There was further palaver and then the pair emerged from the 
hut. Baxter made a show of taking more pictures of the grounds and 
finally waddled off down the path toward his car. 

Shame on you, Captain Smiley, Nick thought, shaking his head. 
You’ve gone and ... He didn’t finish the thought. Something hit him 
on the side of the head, sending a burst of fireworks flashing through 
his skull and sharp pains along his spine. He tried to fight back and 
found that he Was paralyzed. A moment later his legs gave way. He 
was still conscious but there was nothing that he could do about it. He 
had been cut down from behind by a human hand turned into a 
scientifically applied weapon, just the way he had so often cut men 
down himself. 

Rough hands seized him and dragged him along toward the 
temple. What was irritating about it was that the monk who had cut 
him down so neatly was calling sanctimoniously for a doctor. 

“Bring the ailing one to the master,” advised a second monk for the 
benefit of any civilians in the area. “The wisdom of the master cures 
all ills.” 

I'll just bet, Nick thought. When Nick was out of sight of the public 
one of the monks hit him again. This time he lost consciousness. 

Some time later, he became aware of a sort of suffused half light. 
There was a group of shaven-headed monks staring at him. Something 
had changed but he couldn’t for the moment think exactly what. His 
arm hurt and he was unable to judge the passage of time. Soon 
morning became afternoon. His mind melded into a psychedelic 
nightmare of slanting eyes that gazed at him, chanting monks and 
strange instruments. Then everything became further distorted and he 
seemed to be rising and falling. 

He was out in a square. Low, heavy clouds hung over the scene. In 
the grayness a great crowd had gathered. The crowd was very npset 
about something which Nick didn’t understand. The crowd seemed to 
be chanting and arguing among themselves at the same time. Nick 
discovered that, he, too, was wearing robes and a form of skull cap. 
His legs were pretty unsteady but he did his best, to stand in the 
center of the square, swaying a bit, with a vacant smile on his face for 
all the good people. 

Through the fog in his mind he could hear a voice rising above the 
multitude, a commanding, angry voice, a hypnotic voice. 

“He will protest with his life the barbaric wanton acts of the 
imperialists toward our brethren in Vietnam. This heroic martyr 
refuses to let anything halt his sacrifice. He insists that self- 
immolation is the only solution... .” 

The voice labored on. Nick listened, pleased with its cadences. A 
monk approached Nick bearing a gallon tin of gasoline and proceeded 


to splash Nick liberally. Nick stared at him, puzzled. Why would 
anyone want to do that? Nick was ready to .admit that he was out of 
his mind but he wasn’t so. far gone that he ‘thought gasoline was the 
same thing as after-shave lotion. 

A small but increasingly clear voice at the back of his mind was 
trying to tell him something. Nothing concentrates a man’s mind like 
his impending execution. When-Nick saw a third monk approaching, 
bearing a torch, the fog in his mind receded rapidly and Nick began to 
get the picture. 

“Our brother will not be deprived of his martyrdom,” the voice 
screamed. Meanwhile the effects of the drugs Were wearing off as 
Nick forced his mind to control his shaky muscles. 

“Oh, yes he will,” Nick growled. The monk with the. flaming torch 
was leaning toward Nick’s gasoline-soaked clothing. Nick summoned 
all the recuperative powers that long years of hard conditioning had 
bestowed on him and lashed out with his foot at the firebearer. Other 
monks rushed to the first monk’s aid. Nick’s first few blows were 
shaky but his coordination improved as he got back into action. 

Several monks went down under the piledriving blows from Nick’s 
hands and feet. Other monks from the edge of the crowd joined the 
first group, the head monk well to the front. 

Nick fought himself a breathing space and scooped up the gasoline 
tin from the street. Then he sloshed the head monk and those nearest 
him. Somehow in the forest of flailing, striking arms he managed to 
find the torch. The monks fell back. Nick seized the head monk and 
applied the flame to his robes. The fire caught spectacularly and 
spread to the nearest monks. Then Nick’s powerful legs were churning 
and driving him through the flaming mob before his own robe caught 
fire. 

A safe distance away, Nick turned and looked back. The square 
Was full of monks stripping off their blazing robes and dancing wildly 
about in the nude. They seemed as reluctant as Nick to make a noble 
sacrifice of themselves. The crowd, disgusted with their lack of fervor 
and feeling cheated, were fighting among themselves. Nick had no 
difficulty moving around the edge of the riot and slipping back to his 
hotel up a side street. 


Captain Smiley looked just the way he appeared on television, 
debonair yet kind. In his hand he clutched a gin and tonic of which 
his sponsor, a soft drink outfit, could only have disapproved, but his 
greeting to Nick was the same cheery, “How’s everything today?” with 
Which he greeted twenty million moppets every afternoon at four 
o’clock. 

“Have a drink, Campbell,” he offered. 


“No thanks,” Nick said. Baxter drained his drink and Crossed the 
bungalow room to where the bottles and ice 

“Well, if you don’t mind, I'll just have one by myself to fight the 
heat.” 

“Go right ahead,” Nick said cheerfully, “especially if it’ll help you 
talk.” 

Baxter kept his back turned and continued mixing his drink. 

“T don’t think I understand.” 

“Yes you do,” Nick said flatly. “The ball game’s over. There’ll be 
some FBI men flying in soon but, meanwhile, we’ll have a private 
talk.” 

Baxter’s chuckle was hearty and sincere. 

“You gotta be joking, Campbell. Or drunk. I’ve fired writers who 
wrote better fines than that.” 

“Tf you turn around with that gun still in your hand, you won’t die 
but you’ll be hint awful bad,” Nick said. “Drop it.” 

The gun thumped to the floor mat. 

“All right,” Nick said. The floor creaked a warning. Nick spun 
crouching and saved his fife. As it was, the knitting needle in Mrs. 
Baxter’s hand missed Nick’s heart and buried itself in the flesh of his 
shoulder. He should have known, he told himself later; the female of 
the species is. deadlier than the male. The grim little woman had a 
second needle ready in her hand and was about to launch herself like 
a human spear at Nick’s heart when he kicked her in the stomach and 
sent her flying back toward her husband. 

At that moment a gun went off. Mrs. Baxter’s eyes popped from 
their sockets. Her back stiffened and she clutched at her chest. 

“Millie,” Baxter was shouting, “Millie, I didn’t mean to ... I swear. 
It was him.” 

Baxter’s face contorted with rage and pain as he attempted to 
dodge around his wife and empty the pistol into Nick. Nick beat him 
by a fraction of a second. Baxter dropped the gun and stared with 
surprise at the spreading red stain on his shirt front. 

He looked at the blood on his hand, then at Nick. In a surprisingly 
normal tone he said, “I’m not the big man, Campbell. You know....” 

He whispered a name that Nick had to strain to hear. Then he fell 
dead beside his wife. 


Chapter 13 


THE WEATHER had been bad when they left and it was just as bad 
now that they were coming back. The big jet was stacked in a holding 
pattern over New York somewhere between Westchester County and 
Montauk Point, with half a dozen other aircraft cleared to land ahead 
of it. 

Nick sat in his seat as tensely as a big cat and Li, understanding his 
mood if not the reasons for it, left him strictly alone. The reason, 
however, was simple. It was beginning to look to Nick as if he had 
misplayed his hand badly. If Frank Baxter’s last gasp had been true, 
Nick should have had the Chicom paymaster and a billion dollar haul 
of Chicom intelligence that was on its way into the States, gathered 
from each of the paymaster’s ports of call. But in Manila and Tokyo, 
Nick had drawn a blank. Not the slightest shred of evidence had 
pointed to Nick’s candidate. 

The man knew he was being watched, all right. It was a game of 
cat and mouse but Nick wasn’t quite sure any longer who was cat and 
who was mouse. Nick intended to arrest his man in New York but 
without the microfilms and other hard evidence the Chicom network 
would barely even be slowed down. 

The hostess came down the aisle checking seat belts with a cheery 
smile, while Nick tasted the dregs of bitterness. Kirby Fairbanks, 
Pecos’ old buddy, went by on the way to the toilet. The hostess 
shrugged and let him go. It looked as if they would stay in the holding 
pattern for another twenty minutes. Fairbanks winked but Nick did 
not return the gesture. He reviewed the facts in his mind. He wasn’t 
particularly anxious to face Hawk with no more than what he had. 
Two members of the Chicom Finance Team dead and Mr. Big only a 
suspect. Nick’s eyes played idly over the passengers. Fairbanks had not 
returned to his seat yet and, Nick noted, the occupied sign wasn’t lit 
on either of the lavatories. 

Nick cursed himself for a fool and unsnapped his seat belt. Then he 
moved forward down the aisle, his easy gait masking the building 
tension within him. 

In the first-class lounge the purser was reading a magazine. How 
the hell did Fairbanks get by him, Nick wondered. He edged the door 
of the flight deck open a crack and listened carefully. Inside the flight 
deck Nick heard excited voices. 

“Youw’re insane, man.” That was the pilot. “For God’s sakes, we’ve 
just made an over-the-Pole from Japan. If I don’t get into a landing 
pattern in fifteen minutes, we’re in the drink.” 


“You'll do as I tell you,” Fairbanks shrilled. “You'll stay off that 
radio and fly this plane to Bermuda or you'll be dead and so will all 
the passengers. I’m desperate. I don’t care if I die but I’m not landing 
in New York to. face... .” 

The pilot’s voice was surprisingly steady as he interrupted 
Fairbanks. “I don’t think you understand about planes, mister. They 
don’t fly like birds. They need gas.” 

“Keep your hands off those controls,” Fairbanks snapped. “I can 
read a compass as well as you. Keep on flying south.” 

“[ve got to mate a turn now. If I don’t, we'll he up here playing tag 
with half a dozen other big birds at closing speeds of about one 
thousand miles an hour. Mister, I don’t care how desperate you are. 
You don’t want to go out like that.” 

Nick edged the door open a crack further. He could see the body of 
one of the flight crew slumped dead in his chair, blood running onto 
the navigation equipment. 

“We’ve passed our checkpoint, sir,” the co-pilot said. Nick eased 
the Luger out of its holster. One quick move would do it. He’d have to 
take Fairbanks by surprise or the man might kill another member of 
the crew. 

Then everything happened at once. The co-pilot yelled, “My God, 
coming up on our starboard... .” 

Suddenly the big jet winged over like a fighter plane and Nick was 
thrown through the door onto the floor. The cockpit windows seemed 
to be filled with the wings of another aircraft which disappeared into 
the ghostlike clouds as quickly as it had appeared. The flight crew 
were swearing in unison and the radio was going wild. 

“Pan World three-oh-seven, we have you on our scope way out of 
the pattern. We do not read you. Please acknowledge. Pan World 
three-oh-seven... .” 

Kirby Fairbanks was braced against the cockpit wall, his gun 
leveled at Nick’s head. 

“The pilot dies, the pilot dies,” he babbled. “I don’t want to waste 
a bullet but I will.” 

“We all die, mister, if I don’t get her down in five more minutes,” 
the pilot said. 

“Leave your gun right where it is, Campbell, and go back to your 
seat,” Fairbanks ordered. 

Nick had no choice. He left the Luger on the flight deck and 
walked back to his seat. Li Valery looked at him with wide eyes. 

“What happened? I saw... .” 

“For the time being never mind what happened,” Nick said. 
“Remember that little automatic you were going to shoot me with in 
Paris?” 


“How could I forget?” 

“Where is it?” 

“In my purse. It’s a bad habit of mine... .” 

“Let me have it.” 

Without asking any questions Li reached into her purse and 
withdrew die little ladies’ automatic. Nick slipped it into his pocket 
and got up again. He lurched as the plane made a steep bank. Then 
the pilot’s voice graveled over the intercom. 

“Ladies and gentlemen, we’re experiencing a slight difficulty up 
forward here. The landing may be just a bit rough so don’t worry and 
obey your hostesses’ instructions.” 

Nick smiled grimly. What the pilot meant was he might be going to 
try a deadstick landing at several hundred miles an hour and for 
nobody to panic if it didn’t work. What had made Fairbanks change 
his mind and let the plane land? 

Nick didn’t worry the question long. If the big redhead came out of 
the cabin shooting, the toy automatic Nick had would be no match for 
the Luger. Nick looked around for a place to conceal himself. The coat 
rack. Quickly he stepped inside and pulled the coats around him. Only 
one or two of the passengers noted his strange behavior; the rest were 
too wrapped up in their own fears concerning the landing. The plane 
was coming in fast now. Nick had to grip.hard to keep from falling 
forward. 

Then he heard the cabin door open. 

“Campbell,” Fairbanks was yelling. “I’m taking hostages. Call off 
the... . Where the hell is Campbell?” 

Nick stepped out from the coats. 

“Right here, Fairbanks.” Both men started to shoot and then the 
plane hit the ground and they were knocked down hard. Nick tried to 
regain some sort of balance but the big jet was bounding and rolling 
free across the runway and balance was impossible. Just as Nick 
thought he could get off a shot the pilot reversed the jets to cut his 
landing roll and Nick was tossed hard the other way. He saw 
Fairbanks crawling across the floor. By the time the plane was taxiing 
smoothly toward the unloading gate, Fairbanks had gained the 
lavatory door, crawled through and closed it after him. 

There was no window in the lavatory. Nick ordered the flight crew 
to keep passengers away from the area as they disembarked, and 
settled down to wait. As soon as the airstair was rolled up there were 
cops and more people aboard the plane. Looking out a window Nick 
could see the big jet ringed with cops, and behind them fire-fighting 
equipment and reporters. 

In a moment things would get out of hand and Nick still had work 
to do. He went up and pounded on the lavatory door. There was no 


answer. When he called Fairbanks’ name there was still no answer. 
Nick pointed to the door and two of New York’s finest and heaviest 
put their shoulders hard against it. Twice was enough and the door 
burst open. 

Fairbanks was dead. A suicide pill, Nick guessed automatically. He 
hadn’t heard any gunshot. The Chicom paymaster was dead and he 
had taken all the answers with him. Nick stared disgustedly at the 
slumped figure on the toilet for a minute. Then he set to work. 

He moved with an administrative speed and thoroughness that 
would have done credit to Hawk. Within minutes after the passengers 
were unloaded and long before their baggage had been delivered, 
Nick had thrown a cordon around the whole arrivals area. 

“Anyone who goes through customs,” Nick said, “gets searched. 
Yes, that means reporters and customs men too.” 

A policeman voiced a doubt. 

“Get some matrons then, or search the women yourself.” 

Within ten minutes Nick had turned the normally orderly routine 
of the arrivals and customs area into a battlefield where dowagers 
swore that they never would consent to such an_ indignity, 
businessmen threatened to sue and a small army of search and seizure 
experts from the FBI and the police made a shambles of everyone’s 
luggage. 

Nick stood by himself, chain smoking and overseeing the project 
with savage irritation. Somewhere on that plane had been intelligence 
that the Chicoms, who were not rich, had paid over a million dollars 
for, and only Kirby Fairbanks knew where. 

Dan O’Brien, the hearty Pan World Airlines publicity man who 
liked to be in the know, wasn’t so happy now that he knew what had 
happened. He led a small group of PWA officials who demanded that 
this ridiculous and unprecedented tying up of their facilities be 
stopped. After all, PWA didn’t want to become known as the airline 
that spies prefer. Very diplomatically Nick told them all to go to hell. 

They didn’t stop there. Silken strings were pulled. They managed 
to reach Hawk and tell him their troubles. 

“And what did my man in New York have to say about it, 
gentlemen?” Hawk asked politely. 

“Essentially, he told us to go to hell,” O’Brien the spokesman 
snapped. 

“Then I guess, gentlemen, that’s the way it'll have to be,” Hawk 
said and hung up gently. 

But despite Hawk’s backing and Nick’s thoroughness, nothing was 
turned up. The technicians drifted back one by one, their job done. 
The arrivals area slowly cleared out. No one, it was plain, was trying 
to smuggle anything of any importance in on this flight. 


Nick sat by himself staring out over the scene of Carter’s Defeat. It 
didn’t make sense. There had to be another link in the chain. Maybe 
Fairbanks gave out the goodies with the numbered accounts and 
picked up information that had already been gathered, but he couldn’t 
be the one who prepared it for transshipment to Peking. That would 
have been too much like a general who fought every day on the line 
and raced back to headquarters in between patrols to direct the battle. 

Finally Nick had to call it off. There were no people and no 
baggage left to search. Nick headed for the bar. He didn’t really think 
he’d be welcome in the VIP Lounge. 


A passenger jet aircraft of the Boeing 707 Series or the Douglas- 
built DC8’s is worth in the neighborhood of six million dollars. They 
are treated with inordinate love and care but they aren’t earning back 
their purchase price sitting on the ground. It is by no means out of the 
ordinary that a high company official will go out of his way to find 
out how soon one that has been subjected to rough handling will be 
ready to go out again. 

In the darkened hangar where the 707 that had carried PWA 
Charter Flight 307 on its Tokyo-to-New York leg was being checked 
and repaired, Dan O’Brien, the head of publicity, and a high PWA 
executive were talking with the hangar foreman. That late at night 
there were relatively few men at work and the two kept their voices 
low to avoid the eerie echoes that bounced around the hangar. 

“She going to be ready to go out tomorrow?” O’Brien asked, 
jerking his thumb at the hulking shadow of the 707. 

“Soon as we fix that door and get a guy to replace a couple of 
tubes in the Omni,” the foreman answered, checking his sheet. “That 
must have been some nut they had aboard today, huh?” 

“Days like today, I don’t need,” O’Brien said. “There was some 
kind of federal cop around all afternoon looking for Mao Tse-tung or 
somebody.” 

The foreman grinned sympathetically. 

“Just our luck to have those Oriental skin flicks of yours caught in 
some kind of federal dragnet, huh, chief?” 

“That would be about my speed, today,” O’Brien said. “They in the 
regular place?” 

“Same as always,” the mechanic called after O’Brien. “The boys on 
the swing shift are getting interested.” 

“Tell ‘em the price is the same for them as for anyone else. A 
hundred bucks to cover expenses and we throw in the projector.” 

The publicity man climbed the airstair and disappeared inside the 
bowels of the plane. A minute later he reappeared carrying a square 
fiber box of the kind used to ship reels of 35mm movie film. He was 


halfway down the stairs when Nick stepped out of the aft lavatory he 
had been sitting in for several hours and went after him. O’Brien 
turned, hiding his fear between narrowed eyes. 

“You won’t mind letting me have that,” Nick said. 

“A cop, Harv. A lousy stinkm’ cop,” O’Brien yelled. “It’s the 
evidence he wants. Hold him off until I can get rid of the movies.” 

The foreman picked up a wrench. 

“Ain’t you cops got better things to do than go after a few dirty 
movies?” 

O’Brien was moving quickly out of the hangar. Nick started after 
him. 

“Stick around, buddy,” the mechanic said. “Mr. O’Brien don’t want 
company tonight.” Nick sighed. The mechanic was big and the 
monkey wrench was a formidable weapon. While Nick wasted time 
here, he could hear O’Brien’s footsteps picking up speed. 

Nick feinted in one direction and started off in the other. The 
mechanic swung the monkey wrench hard at his head. Nick ducked 
under the wrench, caught the mechanic’s arm and swung him around. 
Then he slammed three kidney punches home so fast the eye couldn’t 
see them. As the mechanic slumped, gasping, Nick caught him with a 
short powerful hook in the jaw that dropped him cold as a stone to the 
floor. 

Nick could see O’Brien ahead of him, running wildly for the gate, 
looking around for a place to drop the film. Nick sprinted after him. 
Then the Irishman changed course. It took Nick a moment to see 
where he was heading—a moment that O’Brien used to fullest 
advantage. Of course, Nick thought, the tie-down area for executive 
aircraft. It was too late to stop him. The Irishman was inside one of 
the aircraft and had the motor turning over. The landing fights flashed 
on and caught Nick square in their beams. Nick heard the motor being 
revved and then the single-engine Cessna was bearing down on him. 

Nick whirled and ran. The Cessna changed course and followed 
him, its motor snarling louder and louder behind him. Nick knew he 
wasn’t going to make it; the gate was too far away. He glanced back 
over his shoulder as he ran and saw the Whirling blades not twenty 
yards away, buzzsaws that would, demolish him more effectively than 
any bullet. 

Nick turned and fired a shot but it hit nothing vital in the aircraft; 
the propellers kept gaining on him. He dodged to the right and 
O’Brien slewed the Cessna around right with him. 

At the last second Nick hit the ground and fired up into the 
fuselage of the airplane. The propeller blades flashed by his face and 
the wind blew Nick back down on the pavement. In the dark he 
caught a glimpse of O’Brien’s face, lit by the dim light of the 


instrument panel, staring down at him, eyes narrowed with hatred. 

Nick fired two more shots into the Cessna. O’Brien tried to slew the 
plane around after Nick, but apparently he had lost him or realized 
that his aircraft was taking hits. Suddenly the Irishman ran the engine 
up to full revs and straightened out his run. The little plane leaped 
ahead like a roweled horse, trying to get into the air. 

Nick kept firing until his gun was empty and then watched in 
amazement. In his excitement O’Brien had forgotten where he was or 
was going to try the impossible. He didn’t have half enough runway 
room to clear the chain link fence. He was going to try to take off 
from the airplane parking area. 

Helplessly Nick watched. If O’Brien made it... . 

The Cessna made a game try. It sprinted at the fence like a 
champion jumper and at the last possible minute lifted its nose in the 
air. It wasn’t four feet off the ground when it hit the chain link and 
came apart, taking the fence down with it. A worm of flame uncoiled 
itself around the engine cowling and began to spread. 

Nick sprinted for the plane and tore open the door. O’Brien sat 
twisted in his seat. From the angle of his head Nick knew that he was 
never going to be interrogated by AXE agents or anyone else. The 
flame began to spread fast. Nick found the fiber film carton on the 
firewall and pulled it clear of the wreckage. 

Then he got the hell out of there. 


Chapter 14 


ALL WAS QUIET along the Potomac. The Capitol slept in the end 
of summer quiet before Congress reconvened. Two men sat high in the 
Amalgamated Press and Wire Services Building and talked of a quiet 
crisis that had just been resolved. 

“Money talks and the Chicoms were buying the best, all right,” 
Hawk said. “Old Italian nobility, opposition sheiks, politically minded 
Burmese monks, not to mention half a dozen other big fish are 
implicated in that master reel of microfilms you snagged.” 

Hawk glanced up with satisfaction at his wall map where the green 
pins indicating intelligence dominance far outnumbered the red ones 
indicating crises. 

“You might also be interested to know that your friend General 
Tsung of Festered Lily fame is in very bad shape with his bosses for 
mishandling this affair. So bad, I understand, that he has ‘volunteered’ 
to take over the building of a one-track railway in the Gobi Desert.” 

Hawk chuckled with satisfaction and then looked bleak. 

“T hate to think what would have happened if O’Brien had gotten 
that microfilm into the country undetected. We would have had to 
start all over from the beginning. Or almost the beginning. I guess it’ll 
be some time before a computer replaces a good man on the spot.” 

He masticated the stub of his unlit cigar. 

“Everybody’s happy, Carter. The Joint Chiefs, the CIA, the 
Secretary of State. Of course in future operations... . Good grief, N3,” 
he interrupted himself, “what in the world are you fidgeting with 
there?” 

A small smile appeared on Nick’s hard, tired face. “The second to 
the last of the Vanishing Americans.” 

“The what?” Hawk exploded. 

Nick withdrew a plastic bag from his pocket, shielding it from the 
view of his chief, who was craning his neck to see. 

“The last Vanishing American was left dead on the desert,” Nick 
said. “You see, chief, mah pahdnuh Pecos had a pahdnuh who wanted 
to see the world. Wal, ah’m not nacherly a sentimental man mahself 
but Pecos wanted Coyote to see the world whether he had anything to 
do with Diamond Jim or not. But Pecos died throwing a key block for 
me, so to speak. Wal, ah thot it was only fittin’ an’ proper that what 
Pecos began among the Jivaros... .” 

“Make sense, Carter,” Hawk said impatiently. 

“Ah’m gettin’ - there,” Nick said. “Now Pecos wasn’t sentimental 
neither but he was a good ole boy and he wanted Coyote-to have the 


grand tour. Now, suh, ah know yew ain’t what you’d call a 
sentimental man... .” 

“Hardly,” Hawk said grimly. “I know who Pecos was but just who 
is this Coyote you’re raving about?” 

“This is Coyote,” Nick said blandly. He dangled the shrunken head 
of the old prospector a moment, then tossed it on Hawk’s desk. 
“Found it in Pecos’ bags.” 

Hawk stared with distaste at the object on his desk. 

“Maybe if AXE ever starts a museum this could be one of the 
exhibits,” Nick suggested helpfully. “Now that Coyote’s seen the world 
like Pecos wanted.” 

“T think, N3, that you need a long vacation,” Hawk replied. 

“Oh, no, sir,” Nick disagreed brightly. “I feel fit as a fiddle. Matter 
of fact ah’m as mean as a bull gator in rutting time and twice as 
nasty.” 

“Now I’m sure you need rest,” Hawk snapped. “I’ll have the orders 
cut tonight. I need a rest from your sense of humor, which I find 
wearisome. I think that will be all for tonight, Carter.” 

Hawk pressed a buzzer and Nick rose. The old man held out a 
strong dry hand and Nick shook it. 

“Have a good vacation, Carter. Send me a postcard. Preferably one 
that can go through the mails,” he added dryly. Then his old face 
broke into a friendly grin and he winked. 


East Fifty-first Street in New York City is a pleasant residential 
neighborhood on the edge of the big lights. It is populated largely by 
those who are young and on the way up. Shortly after he had left 
Hawk, the lean, rugged young man with the face of a legionnaire 
strode through the five o’clock crowds carrying two heavy packages. 
He entered the front door of one of the pleasant houses and climbed a 
flight of stairs. 

A door opened cautiously to his ring and a slim Oriental girl, with 
blue-black hair and a face so coolly beautiful that it made some men 
nervous, peered around the edge. When she saw the man, the cool, 
remote expression on her face gave way to something fond and sweet. 

“T thought you’d never come,” she said. 

He followed her into the clean, well-kept apartment and deposited 
his bundles before making himself comfortable and accepting a drink. 

“What’s all this?” he asked, indicating the mosaic of many-colored 
travel brochures and airline schedules that littered the floor. 

“You said on the phone that you had a vacation coming,” Li said. 
“T do too. What do people normally do on a vacation, I asked myself. 
Take a trip somewhere, I answered myself. So today, Carter San, I got 
these for your approval and inspection.” 


Nick grinned, swept up the pamphlets and deposited them in the 
wastebasket. Li watched him with puzzled eyes. 

“My better idea, O Daughter of the Morning,” Nick said, “is to hell 
with traveling. In those bags are half a dozen prime steaks, French 
bread from a special bakery, vegetables, four bottles of top shelf 
Scotch and assorted other goodies.” 

He cradled the slim body in his arms and felt the thrilling curves 
beneath the silk of her robe responding to his touch. 

“After all,” he continued, “we’ve seen Paris at night, the desert at 
dawn and Asia by moonlight. What remains in the world for a man 
who has tasted the one hundred and twenty-seven postures of love 
with Li Valery by moonlight in the temple lake?” 

The girl’s fond eyes took on a pseudo-sexy look that matched his 
own. 

“There is one wonder yet to be revealed, O Carter San.” 

“And what is that?” 

The girl chuckled softly. 

“The one hundred and twenty-eighth variation of love that is 
reserved for His Celestial Majesty, the Emperor.” 


